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“Men Should Know How To Maintain and the Women Should Know How to 
Settle” 
The Role and Position of Women by Women Artists in Turkey from the Tanzimat 
Period until Contemporary Turkey: with Two Case Studies of Major Exhibitions 
in 1993 and 2011 
 
Introduction 
 
The title, Men Should Know How To Maintain and the Woman Should Know 
How to Settle, is one of the many Turkish proverbs that show the discrimination 
between genders. it can be explained as while men should always be ambitious and a 
go getter, woman should be submissive and should never ask for more. The women 
artists that I am going to talk about never fit into this gender bias. Rather they were 
ambitious and always asked for more.  
My interests in art and art history has been only based on Western Art. When I 
was doing my bachelor in Sabancı University in Turkey, I had chosen lectures 
according to my orientation. I was never interested in Turkish art. My whole 
perspective on art changed when I was doing my mandatory internship in Istanbul 
Modern Museum in 2013, Turkey. This internship helped me to develop a curiosity 
towards the modern and contemporary art scene in Turkey. On the basis of Istanbul 
Modern Museum’s extensive collection of Turkish art I have started to learn about the 
art history in Turkey. But my interest in Turkish art was male oriented. I focused on 
more the works of male artists rather than women artists. After my internship I decided 
to continue my research about Turkish art, so I enrolled to a course that changed my 
perspective towards art in Turkey.  In the fall semester of 2013, I have attended the 
course “Post 1960’s Turkish Art” taught by Ahu Antmen1. The course has given me 
knowledge about Turkish art history after the 1960’s, but it has also changed my 
interest in terms of looking at art works. One of the lectures of the course focused on 
women artist in Turkey and feminist tendencies in art. At the beginning of the lecture, I 
realized that I have only known a few women artists in Turkey and I completely 
                                                        
1 Ahu Antmen is an art critic and also a faculty member at Sabancı University and Marmara 
University Fine Arts Faculty.  
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ignored their works. I could only name Fahrelnissa Zeid2 and Aliye Berger3 but not 
because I have known their works, but because of the family that they were a member 
of. 4 After finalizing the course, I decided to continue my study of women artists in 
Turkey. 
There are several catalogues of exhibitions dedicated to women artist in 
Turkey. Starting from 1993, there are several exhibitions focusing on the issue of 
“women” in Turkey. To name some of these exhibitions: Cumhuriyetten Gününüze 
Kadın Sanatçılar (Female Artists from the time of Republic to the Presented Day) in 
19935, Bir Sofra (A Dinner Table) in 19966, Haksız Tahrik (Unfair Provocation) in 
20097, Ayaklarımın Altında Dünyayı İstiyorum, Cenneti Değil (Under My Feet I Want 
The Earth, Not Heaven) in 2009 8 , Rüya Gibi… Ama Senin Düşlediğin Değil (A 
Dream… but Not Yours: Contemporary Art From Turkey) in 20109 and Hayal ve 
Hakikat (Dream and Reality) in September 2011 until January 201210. This thesis will 
focus on 1993 and 2011 exhibitions and I will use other examples as a resource and 
conceptualizing material. In addition to the catalogues and articles about the 
exhibitions, Ahu Antmen’s book Kimlikli Bedenler: Sanat Kimlik, Cinsiyet (Bodies 
With Identity: Art, Identity, Gender)11 will be a guide for the artworks in the Istnabul 
Modern’s “Hayal ve Hakikat (Dream and Reality)” exhibition and “Cumhuriyetten 
Gününüze Kadın Sanatçılar (Female Artists from the time of Republic to the Presented 
Day)” Exhibition. The book questions the relationships between identity and gender in 
art and gives examples from modern and contemporary examples from Turkey as well 
as other countries. The article “Textual Strategies – The Politics of Art Making”12 
                                                        
2 (1901-1991), Turkish women artist 
3 (1903-1974), Turkish women artist. 
4 They were members of an bourgeoisie artistic family Şakir Paşa Family. 
5 Exhibition was curated by Tomur Atagök as a part of the exhibition “ Anadoluda Çağlar Boyu 
Kadın (Women in Anatolia for Decades)” in İstanbul Archeological Museum, Turkey. 
6 Curated by Beral Madra in BM Contemporaray Art Center, Istanbul. 
7 Curated by CANAN in Hafriyat Karaköy, Istnabul. 
8 Curated by Beral Madra in Istanbul Next Wave, Akademie Der Künste, Berlin. 
 
9 Curated by Esra Sarıgedik in The National Museum of Women in the Arts, Washington, D.C.. 
 
10 Curated by atmagül Berktay, Levent Çalıkoğlu, Zeynep İnankur, and Burcu Pelvanoğlu in Istanbul 
Modern Museum, Turkey. 
 
11 Sel Publishing, 2013 
12 In the book “Sanat Cinsiyet: Sanat Tarihi ve Femnist Eleştiri” editted by Ahu Antmen and Esin 
Soğancılar, 2011 
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written by Judith Barry and Sandy Flitterman-Levis will help to analyze the works of 
women artists in relation with politics, gender and feminism.  
This thesis will focus on how women artists were represented in Istanbul 
Modern’s Dream and Reality exhibition in 2011 and Female Artists exhibition in 1993. 
Questions will be touched up on such as, what are the issues that women artists deal 
with and what kinds of differences are there in terms of representation of women artists 
in 1993 and 2011. In addition, I will aim to answer the question of how women artists 
position themselves in the social and political discourses concerning Turkey in the time 
period of 1993 until 2011.  
From this the main research question of this thesis follows: how have women 
artists represented the role and position of women in Turkey, with as main two case 
studies two mentioned exhibitions: Dream and Reality (2011) and Female Artists 
(1993). Since the exhibitions were presented in museums I will use Eilean Hooper- 
Greenhill’s study Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture13 while discussing 
the two exhibitions. For the social and political background of women artists in Turkey 
I will use articles from Dream and Reality exhibition catalogue. In her book 
Bildiklerim Gördüklerimdir Gördüklerim Bildiklerimdir14 by Tomur Atagök elaborate 
the exhibition in 1993 curated by her; she also discusses the situation of women artists 
in Turkey.  
This thesis will consist of two parts and three chapters. The first part will start 
with an overview of women artist in Turkey between the 1830’s and the 1990’s. The 
1830’s are The Tanzimat Period15 of the Ottoman Empire, which is the starting point of 
modernization in social and political life. This modernization has resulted in women 
becoming more visible in the social life and started to be educated in arts. The second 
chapter will focus on the Dream and Reality exhibition organized by Istanbul Modern 
Museum. I will also evaluate these exhibitions in terms of two types of museums that 
Eilean Hooper-Greenhill describes in her book Museums and the Interpretation of 
Visual Culture. Hooper- Greenhill categorizes museums in two; fist being the 
modernist museum and the second is the post museum. The main distinction between 
them is, the modern museum focuses more on crating grand narrative sand educating 
                                                        
13 ed. 2000. 
14 Trans. What I Have Know is What I Have Seen and  What I Have Seen is What I Have Know (2011) 
15 The time period between 1839-1871. Reforms about modernizing social and political life in the 
Ottoman Empire. Detailed explanation can be find in Eric Jan Zürcher’s “Modernleşen Türkiye’nin 
Tarihi (2009) pg. 83-112. 
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the society. The post museum is more about the experience of the visitor and museum 
aims to create a space for different perspectives and values to be discussed. One of the 
aims of my thesis is to contribute to the museum studies in Turkey by bringing the 
concept of post museum into the discourse. I will try to prove that Istanbul Modern is a 
post museum through its permanent collection, its temporary exhibitions and also with 
its educational programs. The exhibition will be analyzed in detail and compared with 
the 1993 Female Artists exhibition. The second part of this thesis will focus on the 
three major issues these women artists are focusing on: women as the symbol of 
modernity in Turkey; gender and body; and also identity derived from and tested 
against artworks from the Dream and Reality exhibition under discussion.  
The aim of this thesis is to investigate how women artists represent themselves 
through the roles and position as a woman in Turkish society. In addition, this thesis 
will aim to show how the idea of a single feminine identity was deconstructed through 
the exhibitions dedicated to women artists. In my opinion, by taking them out of the 
context and grouping these artists in terms of their gender is decreasing the affect of 
the content of their artworks. These exhibitions show how fruitful and wide ranged 
women artist’s work. This thesis will investigate what has been changed in between the 
years 1993 and 2011 in terms of the role and position of women artists in Turkey 
today. Because I am writing my thesis in Leiden University, Netherlands, my aim is to 
contribute to the studies of woman artists in Turkey and also introduce the one’s that 
are little known. Lastly, I want to give a perspective to the contemporary art scene in 
Turkey. 
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Chapter 1 
Women, Art and Education in Turkey from the 1830’s to the 1990’s 
 
 This chapter will give a chronological overview of how women became 
members of the social and political life in the late Ottoman Era and Turkey. In 
addition, it will explain women’s situation before the 1830’s and what happened 
afterwards. This overview will focus on the important events that happened in the time 
period between the 1830’s and 1990’s and how they are related with women’s art and 
education in Turkey. This chapter will use Burcu Pelvanoğlu’s article ‘Women, 
Education and Art’, in the Dream and Reality Exhibition Catalogue, as a primary 
source because of its chronological explanation of how women’s education and how 
they have become a part of the art scene from the Tanzimat Period until 1990’s. Burcu 
Pelvanoğlu (1980) is a professor of Art History in Mimar Sinan Fine Arts University 
and also an art critic and a curator. She was also a part of the exhibition curating team 
of The Dream and Reality exhibition in Istanbul Modern Museum. 
 
I. The Developments in Art and Education and the Social Sphere of Women from 
The Tanzimat Period until The years of the Early Republic 
 
Women’s place in the Ottoman Society was not visible. The Ottoman Empire 
was run by the Islamic rules based on the Quran, which did not allow women to 
participate in the social scene. Women’s only duty was to be a good wife and a good 
mother. However, with the Tanzimat Period (1839-1871), the modernization period of 
the Ottoman Empire, reforms were made in politics, military, education and social life. 
This was the period of “Westernization” of the empire. With the Westernization of the 
society women’s issues became important. Their participation in the social life became 
more and more important. Women became the symbols of modernization. 
 
In the article ‘Women, Education and Art’ Burcu Pelvanoğlu quotes Şerif 
Mardin (1927), who is a sociologist and political scientist, as: “in Ottoman society, 
because of the conditions of women at that time did not meet the requirements of 
modernization, the movements towards modernizing women were accelerated by the 
upper echelons; developments in line with this therefore followed one after the 
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other.” 16  The issues like women becoming a part of the social scene and also 
modernizing women kept its importance until the early republican era, 1920’s. In this 
period, upper class families hired tutors for their daughters to learn art, music and 
French language at their house. It is important to mention that the daughters were not 
send to schools because there was not an education plan to women in this period. It is 
also worth mentioning that these home schooling did not lead to women becoming 
professional painters, musicians or writers. Rather art making was seen as a hobby. 
Women were still spouse to be devoted to their domestic life. They were expected to 
get married and in the first place have children. 
In 1840’s, the education of women became an important issue. In 1843, 
midwifery courses were opened, which was the first step for women to become a part 
of the public Ottoman society. A request for opening a high school for girls was send 
to the Grand Viziership in 1858. In her article ‘Kadın Egitim ve Sanat (Women, 
Education and Art)’ Burcu Pelvanoğlu explains the reason for the need of opening a 
high school for girls as: “… it was declared that it would be dangerous both to keep 
girls ignorant and to have them mix with men after a certain age, and it was therefore 
requested that a high school (rüştiye) should be opened.”17  
In the year of 1859 the first high school for girls was opened. The importance 
of education of women was advertised in the state manuals, which were the 
newspapers, and urged families to send their daughters to school. In the following 
years The Art School for Girls was opened in 1864 and in 1870 the first Teachers 
School for Girls (Darülmuallimant) was established.  
The ‘freedom’ of the Second Constitutional Monarchy in 1908 gave women the 
opportunity to be more visible in social and cultural life. Pelvanoğlu continues: 
“During this time women’s societies were founded, women’s periodicals were 
published, and finally, with the fist Law on Education passed in 1913, female 
education become more widespread.”18 Periodicals and newspapers became the voices 
of women demanding more rights. These societies and periodicals can be considered 
the beginning of a women’s movement in Ottoman Empire. Some of the male authors 
                                                        
16 B. Pelvanoğlu, ‘ Kadın, Eğitim ve Sanat (Women, Education and Art)’, The Dream and Reality 
Exhibition Catalogue, Esin Eşkinat, Istanbul, 2011, p.43. quote Şerif Mardin, Türk Modernleşmesi- 
Makaleler 4 (Turkish Modernization- Essays 4), İletişim Publications, Ankara, 1991, pp 75- 76. 
17 B. Pelvanoğlu, ‘ Kadın, Eğitim ve Sanat (Women, Education and Art), The Dream and Reality 
Exhibition Catalogue, Esin Eşkinat, Istanbul, 2011, p.44. 
18 Pelvanoğlu, Esin Eşkinat 2011: 44 
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at the time also focused on the issues of women. In 1914 women were allowed to 
attend some of the lectures in Darülfünun 19 . In the same year İnas Darülfünun 
(University for Women) was opened on 12 September.  
If we go back to the art scene in the 1910’s, after the establishment of the art 
school for girls (1864), women artists started to exhibit with men in the Galatasaray 
Exhibitions20 from 1916 onwards. These mixed exhibitions show that women artists 
started to be recognized as ‘real’ artists.  
 In 1919-1920 the University for Women merged with the University. This has 
leaded the lectures to be taken at the University hall but not at the same times as the 
boys. An art studio was also opened in the university for women. In 1914 the School 
for Fine Arts for Girls (Inas Sanayi-I Nefise Mektebi) was established. When it was 
first opened the school had thirty-five students.21 In the meantime the Society for Fine 
Arts for Women (İnas Sanayi-i Nefise Cemiyeti) was founded by Mihri Müsfik, who 
was one of the principles of the School for fine arts for Girls and the first woman artist 
in Turkey, around 1917.22 Müşfik had organized exhibitions for funding the society. 
Because of a lack of contribution the Society was not operating after this date.  
 In 1921, mixed classes were approved at the University. Therefore, the 
university for Women was closed. There was also a merge between the Academy of 
Fine Arts and The School of fine Arts for Girls. Pelvanoğlu states that: “Research 
shows that in 1924-1925, the last year Cemil (Cem) Bey was principal, The School of 
Fine Arts for Girls merged with the Academy of Fine Arts. But according to Fatma 
Ürekli’s findings based on archival documents the girls’ and boys’ sections merged in 
1923.”23 A new era had started in 1923 with the founding of the Republic by Mustafa 
Kemal Atatürk on October 29. Even though both male and female artists were 
attending the same courses there was still a question whether women artists would 
became painters or sculptures. Because of the lack of appreciation for women artists in 
Turkey, the majority of them have continued their studies abroad.  
Before continuing with the early Republic era it is worth mentioning the 
interview by Ahu Antmen and Esra Aliçavuşoğlu, who is an Turkish art critic and a 
professor in Mimar Sinan Fine Arts University, with Canan Beykal (1948), who is a 
                                                        
19 Ottoman University established in 1900. 
20 1916- 1951, organised every year in August, Istanbul. 
21 Pelvanoğlu, Esin Eşkinat 2011:48. 
22 Pelvanoğlu, Esin Eşkinat 2011:50. 
23 Pelvanoğlu, Esin Eşkinat 2011: 48. 
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Turkish women artist, quotated by Burcu Pelvanoğlu: “The latter states she sees 
women of the Constitutional era as being more active than those of the Republican era 
and that is what emerges if we compare qualitatively girls who applies to the School of 
Fine Arts for Girls and became painters with female artists of the early Republic.”24 
Burcu Pelvanoğlu does not utterly agrees and states that, even though some of the 
students of the School of Fine Arts for Girls did continue to paint, some of them left 
due to their social class, and the fact that they begun just for their inclination and did 
not proceed a career as a painter.25 
Before concluding the brief overview of the late Ottoman era a comparison of 
dates with Europe is a necessary for this thesis. According to the chapter 
‘Cumhuriyetten Günümüze Kadın Sanatçılar’ (Women Artists from the Founding of 
the Republic to our Day) of Tomur Atagök’s book states that in Europe women were 
not accepted to Fine Arts Academies because working from a nude model was 
considered to be immoral. This is the same idea why women were not accepted to the 
art Academies in Istanbul, which is an Eastern, Muslim oriented city. This idea has the 
same effect on women both from the East and the West. She compares Berlin and 
Istanbul in terms of when women were allowed to enter the Academy. Women could 
not officially enroll to the Art Academy until 1919 in Berlin. The Women Artists 
Society was established in 1867 and they have founded their own school for girls in 
1868. On the other hand in Istanbul, 1914 was the year that The Academy of Fine Arts 
for Girls was opened and in 1923-24 mix classes were given at The Academy of Fine 
Arts.26 This evaluation shows that Turkey was not behind in the reforms for women’s 
education. The bigger issue lays in the question whether women were recognized as 
established artists in Turkey. 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
24 Pelvanoğlu, Esin Eşkinat 2011:50. 
25 Pelvanoğlu, Esin Eşkinat 2011:50. 
26 Tomur Atatgök, “Cumhuriyet’ten Günümüze Kadın Sanatcılar” (Women Artists from the 
founding of the Republic to our Day), Bildiklerim Gördüklerimdir, Gördüklerim Bildiklerimdir (What 
I Know is What I See, What I see is What I Know), Yapı Kredi Publications, Istanbul, 2011, pp 29-
30. (Trans.S.Z.E.) 
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II. The Developments in Art and Education and the Social Sphere of Women from 
the Years of the Early Republic until the 1990’s 
 
With the founding of the Republic a new era in Turkey had started. The change 
in administration also required a social change as well. Once again women become 
the symbol of this transition. This time this westernization of Turkey has given 
women the right to be seen equal as men. Reforms that lead women to be equal 
sharers of the domain were: the women’s right to vote (1934), the abolition of 
polygamy, the equality between sexes in terms of inheritance (1926), and the 
clothing reform (1925). “By the time the Republic was founded, as was the case 
during the Westernization period, women were turned into a symbol of 
modernization and became a part of the public domain, and these issues were 
shown in the works of women artists. Also women’s educational role as mothers 
and teachers was emphasized during this period. They were given a genderless 
identity, and thus by also aiming to change the West’s image of the Oriental 
women, there was an attempt to convey the message that had not been pushed into 
the private sphere of men.27” Examples can be seen in paintings and as well as in 
literature. Novels were written about female characters from upper class families 
leaving Istanbul going to Anatolia as a teacher.28 It is also worth mentioning that 
these ‘modern Turkish women’ belonged to upper class intellectual families. 
Women have already had a sense of the West and they were well educated. Their 
intellectual life did not change as much but there was an increase in the number of 
women who were interested in art.  
From the establishment of the Academy of Fine Arts (1883), the art scene in the 
late Ottoman and the early Republican period was controlled by the Academy.  
Since 1916 women artists have been exhibiting with male artists in Galatasaray 
Exhibitions.29 According to Atagök: “Works of women artists were consisted of 
paintings of patterns but they also painted portraits of themselves and others, which 
shows the courageous act of women in this period. It is also worth mentioning that 
even though they paint patterns and portraits, there is no visibility of female 
                                                        
27 Pelvanoğlu, Esin Eşkinat 2011:52. 
28 One example can be the novel Çalıkuşu written by Reşat Nuri Güntekin(1889-1956) in 1922. 
29 Atagök, Burcu Pelvanoğlu 2011: 23.(trans: S.Z.E.) 
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tendencies in their paintings.” 30 One reason for painting portraits of themselves 
and others is a courageous act is that these women artists paint other women and 
themselves, which makes them, escape from the traditional constructed women’s 
image. These women are there as they are and in a way they wanted to be 
represented. Another focus should be made for ‘female tendencies’ that women 
artists in the early Republican era does not have. In the First Wave Feminist 
Movement there is the concept of Female Tendencies that have been used as a new 
language for women to have in the male dominated society. The idea was 
embraced due to the fact that men and women have different perception because of 
their experiences in a male dominated society.31 
 
fig. 1: Nazlı Ecevit (1900-1985), Keriman’nın Portresi (Portrait of Keriman), 1922, oil on 
canvas, 138x100.5 cm, MSFAU Istanbul Museum of Painting and Sculpture Collection. 
 
                                                        
30 Atagök, Burcu Pelvanoğlu 2011: 24.(trans: S.Z.E.) 
31 T. Gouma-Peterson, P. Mathews, Sanat Tarihinin Feminist Eleştirisi ( The Feminist Critique of Art 
History), in Sanat/ Cinsiyet: Sanat Tarihi ve Feminist Eleştiri (Art/ Gender: Art History and Feminist 
Critique), Ahu Antmen, Istanbul, 2014. Pp.33-34. 
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After the1950’s, there was in general a shift from figurative painting towards 
abstract painting. This change can also be seen in works of women artist. In 1954 
the International Association of Art Critics32 organized a painting contest with the 
theme of ‘Work and Production’. The winner of the contest was the abstract 
painting Sun Raising (fig.2) by Aliye Berger. The winner was chosen by an 
international jury. This abstract oil painting was done by a women artist, who was 
not a member of the Academy, and this caused a lot of objections. Burcu 
Pelvanoğlu explains the outcome of this situation as: “The fact that Aliye Berger 
won this contest is important in two aspects. An artist from outside the Academy 
winning the competition led to the partial weakening of the monopoly of the 
Academy, which at the time was the sole art institution, and paved the way for 
independent studios in Turkish painting. The second aspect is that following this 
context, there was a noticeable rise in the number of female artists. Therefore this 
contest has lasting repercussions on both the course of the history of plastic arts in 
Turkey and the history of women artists as well.”33  
 
Fig. 2: Aliye Berger (1903-1974), Güneşin Doğuşu (Sun Rising), 1954, oil on canvas, Yapı 
Kredi Collection, Istanbul, Turkey. 
 
As a result of this contest, the art scene in Turkey became diverse. Abstract 
painting was seen as academic and there was a return to figurative subject matter. 
The 1960’s generation started to work with different materials as well as different 
mediums. The military coup on May 27 1960 gave voice to both the left and right 
                                                        
32 The branch in Turkey was established in 1953. 
33 Pelvanoğlu, Esin Eşkinat 2011:53-54. 
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wing. As in the USA and Western Europe, 1968 was the year of change and 
liberation also in Turkey and this had a great impact on the social and political life 
in Turkey. The anti-militarist and left oriented worldview started to gain more 
power with this new freedom. Performance art started to enter the art scene of 
Turkey. Artists also started to question the medium of art. Criticism and satire 
became a part of the art works in this period. one of the pioneer women artist from 
this period is Neş’e Erdok (1940), who used painting as a medium to criticize the 
social and political events of the time. 
In the beginning of the 1970’s artists were involved with political issues more 
freely due to the social movements in Turkey. Artist Yusuf Taktak (1951) explains 
the era in his article in the Istanbul Art News as: “New mediums like conceptual 
art, minimalist adaptations and video experiments were developed in this period. 
Artists also focused on internal and personal issues more, which lead to 
heterogeneity to appear in the Turkish art scene. From 1970’s, the state lost its 
interest on arts because the modernization politics were now more focused on 
liberalism. Thus, the academy has lost its controlling power on arts because state 
has pulled its hands from the art policies. Which lead to the distinction between 
high art versus low art and art for the people versus elite art disappeared. From this 
time onwards there was more free space for new artistic developments and a new 
language for art have started to emerge. It is also important to point out that with 
the military coup on March 12 1970 the art scene in Turkey became more liberated 
even though the adversities in the beginning of the era.”34 Art scene in Turkey 
become more international through the Istanbul Biennial organized every two years 
after 1987. 
According to Antmen, “Women artist in the 1970’s and 1980’s worked without 
any ideological strategy. They exhibited with male artists, nevertheless they did not 
focus on the issues concerning gender or what we can call “women” issues until the 
1990’s.”35  Issues like inequality between genders and questioning women issues 
were problematized after 1990’s. Globalization affected art to become more 
                                                        
34 Y. Taktak, ‘Ayakta Durma, Sokakta Olma Mücadelesi’, Istanbul Art News 19 (April 2015), p. 14. 
(trans: S.Z.E.) 
 
35 A. Antmen, Kimlikli Bedenler: Sanat, Kimilk, Cinsiyet (Bodies with Identity: Art, İdentity, Gender), 
Istanbul: Sel Publishing House, 2013. p. 126. (trans: S.Z.E.) 
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personal. The connection between the European contemporary art scene and the art 
scene in the USA can be considered as a strong reason why gender started to be 
discussed after 1990’s.  Art Critique Bariş Acar (1977) points out five subjects for 
art in the 1990’s in his article Geç-avangart Oluşumların‘90’ları36 in Istanbul Art 
News. Acording to Acar: “The signifiers of this era are: 1) criticizing the 
hegemony of the Republic’s ideology in terms of politics, ethics and sexual 
identities, 2) rebelling against the relationship between art and state powered by the 
academic elitism and also the aristocratic language that is determined by it, 3) 
constructing a ‘new’ language to deconstruct the positivist language of art history 
and the categorization determined by formalism, 4) denying the concept of 
modernism, 5) using daily experiences rather than historicism and the return of the 
social unconscious as the story-teller.” 37  After 1990’s artists started to 
conceptualize their individual experiences and criticize the social and political 
issues through these personal experiences. At the same time issues like migration 
and identity have become important issues to criticize.  
1992 was the year of women in Turkey. The Academy of Fine Arts has 
exhibited women artists who have graduated from the Academy until 1940’s. 
“Some of the artists taking part of the exhibition were: Mihri Hanım (1886- 1954), 
Mufide Kadri (1890- 1912), Celile Hanım (1880-1885), Nazlı Ecevit (1900- 1985), 
Melek Celal Sofu (1896- 1976), Fahr-el Nissa Zeid (1903-1991), Maide Arel 
(1907- 1997), Belkıs Mustafa (1896-1925), Hale Asaf (1905- 1938), Leyla Gamsız 
(1921- 2010), Eren Eyüboğlu (1912- 1988), Şükriye Dikmen (1918- 2000), İvon 
Karsan (1907- 1986) and Aliye Berger (1903- 1974). Bir Celile, Müzdan Arel, 
Vildan Gezer (1889-1981), Güzin Duran (1898- 1981), Tiraje Dikmen (1925- 
2014); were not a part of the exhibition because their works could not be located or 
because they were damaged. Some of the women artists that were part of the 
Galatasaray Exhibitions were also not a part of the exhibition. The 1992 exhibition 
shows us how works of women artists were preserved.”38 The exhibition booklet 
does not give the reason why these women artists, who exhibited in Galatasaray 
Exhibitions, was not a part of the 1992 exhibition. In my opinion one reason can be 
                                                        
36 Trans:90’s for formation of Late- Avant- garde. (trans: S.Z.E.)  
37 B. Acar, ‘ Geç-avangart Oluşumların‘90’ları’, Istanbul Art News 21 (June 2015), p.19. (trans: S.Z.E.) 
 
38 Atagök, Burcu Pelvanoğlu 2011: 24.(trans: S.Z.E.) 
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that their paintings are either damaged or they cannot be located. In addition, the 
selection of the artists is a guide to what later exhibitions, like The Turkish Women 
Artists exhibition, will display as the faces of the first Turkish women artists.  
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Chapter 2 
Towards the Post-Museum? 
The Representation of Turkish Women Artists in Two Major Exhibitions in 
Turkey 
 
 The second chapter will focus on the two case studies of exhibitions that 
took place in Istanbul. These exhibitions both focus on works of women artists in 
Turkey. The first one is the 2011 exhibition the Dream and Reality- Modern and 
Contemporary Artists from Turkey in the Istanbul Modern Museum. The second is 
one of the early examples of exhibitions that focus on the works of Turkish 
woman artists, the 1993 exhibition Women Artists in the Republican Period in the 
Istanbul Archeology Museum. Firstly, this chapter will analyze and describe both of 
the exhibitions separately. Secondly, the two exhibitions will be compared in terms of 
their focus on which Turkish women artist they represent in the exhibition, and the aim 
of the exhibitions. In addition, it is important to point out what has been left out in 
terms of artists and narratives of both exhibitions.  
 The theoretical framework of this chapter will be created with the guidance of 
museum Studies Professor Eilean Hooper-Greenhill’s book Museums and 
Interpretation of Visual Culture (2000). Hooper-Greenhill explains the structure of the 
book as: “ The major theme of the book is the complexity of the production of meaning 
making in museums, which proceeds through the articulation of publicly displayed 
objects and collections with individual and social process of interpretation. … 
However, I know that the construction of knowledge (meaning sense) with in museums 
is a broader question of knowledge; I try to place the position from which I approach 
the question within its broader framework. The main themes which cut through the 
case- studies are those of narrative, difference, identity, interpretive process and 
museum pedagogy.” 39  Hooper-Greenhill uses these themes to evaluate on the 
distinction between the modernist museum and post-museum. Collections and the 
objects in the museum are used for constructing knowledge. The crucial difference 
between the modernist museum and the post-museum is the process of how this 
constructed knowledge is in a relationship with the audience. For the modernist 
                                                        
39 E. Hooper-Greenhill, Chapter 1: Culture and Meaning in the Museum, ‘Museums and the 
Interpretation of Visual Culture’, Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, Oxon,2000, p.8. 
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museum, there is a dominant narrative. Objects in the exhibition are placed for created 
a visual fixed visual statement. Hooper-Greenhill defines the modernist museum as the 
19th century European model of museum where the aim of the museum is to serve the 
nation-state and educate the society. The voice of the visitor is not heard. Where as, in 
the post-museum there is not a singular, dominant narrative. The communication in the 
museum is done by the objects but at the same time educational programs of the 
museum is an important element of the meaning making process. In the post-museums 
the visitor has an active role. The participation of the visitor enables the museum to 
incorporate different voices and perspectives. Similar to the modernist museum, post 
museum also have the responsibility to produce knowledge. But this process is done by 
giving voice to everyone who wants to speak. In the seventh chapter of the book 
Hooper-Greenhill also brings up the concept of feminization of the museums. The 
post-museum are not confirming the values such as: rationality, objectivity, order and 
distance, which are attained to a male dominated discourse. Rather post-museums 
appreciate diversity and negotiate responsiveness. Lastly, post-museum becomes an 
experience and it is not confined in between the walls of the building. This book is 
going to be used as a guide for understanding these two types of museums. One of the 
aims of this chapter to discuss whether Istanbul Modern can be considered as a post-
museum. In addition to Hooper-Greenhill’s book, this chapter will also benefit from 
the press releases of both of the exhibitions in terms of explaining the aim of the 
exhibitions. Birin Çalıkoğlu who has written her master thesis The Transformation of 
Women Artists Representation: A Feminist Analysis of the Historical Narrative and 
Istanbul Modern’s “New Works New Horizons” Exhibition40 will also be used as a 
source, since both of my thesis and her thesis focus on temporary exhibitions in 
Istanbul Modern. Çalıkoğlu is investigating the representation of the works of woman 
artists in another exhibition with a feminist approach. What is different between my 
thesis and hers is that, her thesis is much more explanatory of the exhibition and the 
works. Where as, I will take a more discursive stance towards the exhibition in focus.  
 Istanbul Museum of Modern Art (Istanbul Modern) opened in 2005. It is a 
private museum founded by one of the wealthiest families in Turkey, the Eczacıbaşı 
                                                        
40 Submitted to the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences in partial fulfillment of  the requirements 
for the degree of Cultural Studies Master of Arts 
Sabancı University, Turkey, February 2011. 
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family. As I mentioned in chapter one, the state has pulled back from the field of 
culture, which lead private sectors and private instructions become the leading figures 
in the field of culture.  In 1973 the law for founding private museums has passed, 
which lead to the privatization of culture. In the 1980’s the main authority in arts and 
culture, the state, disappeared and private museums and galleries were stated to open. 
Before that there was no art market in Turkey. Only the State Museum and the 
Academy were purchasing the works, which was a blocking for artists to create non-
traditional works. Çalıkoğlu explains the cultural policies of the time: “ The delegation 
of the cultural sphere to the private sector has also been encouraged by some tax 
legislations the exemption of income tax as 33 % for the cultural investments has been 
well received by the wealthy families investing in culture. However the incentive role 
of the State through such encouragements and governmental authorities has been 
perpetuated in more invisible and subtler manner; for example the building of Istanbul 
Modern was actually enabled by renting from the Istanbul Municipality in return for a 
small amount.”41  This also shows that the state still has the power to control the 
cultural scene in Turkey. But at the same time, development of the art market created 
more diversity and freedom for the art making process. The tax reduction policy also 
enabled families like Sabancı, Eczacıbaşı and Koç to open up museums and galleries to 
show their own private art collections and also create an alternative space for artists 
that works in untraditional way.  
Çalıkoğlu also explains the importance of Istanbul Modern for the art scene in 
Turkey: “Istanbul Modern, as a private art museum, has now claimed to bring new 
conceptions in art collecting, new museological approaches interactive with the public 
and new curatorial approaches to the Turkish modern art history. Most importantly the 
IM (Istanbul Modern) collection has appeared as the new authority in the local art 
field.” 42  For artists to be a part of Istanbul Modern’s collection has also gained 
important value. One of the reasons Istanbul Modern has become one of the major 
authorities in the art scene of Turkey is due to the fact that the Istanbul State Museum 
of Painting and Sculpture was closed down for renovation for a long time.43 For the 
                                                        
41 B. Çalıkoğlu, ‘Chapter 3: The Representation of Women Artists in Private Museums’, in  ‘The 
Transformation of Women Artists Representation: A Feminist Analysis of the Historical Narrative and 
Istanbul Modern’s “New Works New Horizons” Exhibition’, Sabancı University, Istanbul, 2011. p.60. 
42 Çalıkoğlu, Sabancı University,2011:57. 
43 Museum has been closed since 2007. The museum has joined partnership with of Mimar Sinan 
University of Fine Arts and it was re-opened in 2015. 
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people who are curious about the Turkish art history, Istanbul Modern has become the 
first museum to visit. So, Istanbul Modern is able to create its own narrative through its 
permanent collection and its temporary exhibitions, which are not defined by the state. 
Istanbul Modern does not want to be seen as a national institution. Çalıkoğlu quotes 
Oya Eczacıbaşı, who is the chair of the board of Istanbul Modern, to explain the aim of 
the museum: “Istanbul Modern is finally giving our country the opportunity to acquire 
the modern art museum of international standards that it has yearned for. A dream 
encompassing the artistic and cultural values of East and West, a dream of preparing a 
future adorned with the most original works of cultural fusion and worthy of Istanbul’s 
past is finally being realized.(…) In launching Istanbul Modern, we aim to put forth, 
protect and benefit from our country’s accumulation of modern and contemporary art. 
With this intention in mind, our goal is to develop this museum into an institution, 
which determines the artistic agenda, educates, introduces love of art, and reaches large 
segments of the public through its dynamic and multi-faced environment. (…).”44 The 
aim of the museum that Eczacıbaşı states puts Istanbul Modern into the context of the 
post museum. The museum aims to create a space were different voices can be heard 
and the production of knowledge is made through this process. Also the importance of 
the educational programs in the museum is pointed out by the Eczacıbaşı as a different 
form of communication in the museum. Hooper- Greenhill also believes that in the 
post museum the displays are not the only form of communication. Educational 
programs are part of this communication where the voices of who wishes to speak are 
heard. With the museum’s diversity in its collection of fine arts and the museum’s 
temporary exhibitions of national and international art works gave Istanbul Modern a 
dominant voice in the art scene.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
44 Çalıkoğlu, Sabancı University,2011:62, quote by, O. Eczacıbaşı, ‘Realizing a Dream’ in 
Observation, Interpretation, Multiplicity, Istanbul, 2004, pp.8-11. 
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I. Dream and Reality: Modern and Contemporary Women Artists from Turkey 
 
For my first case study, I have chosen Istanbul Modern’s Dream and Reality 
exhibition, which was opened September 16, 2011 and it ended in January 22, 2012. 
The curators of the exhibition were Levent Çalıkoğlu (1971) who is an art critic and 
also the director of Istanbul Modern, Fatmagül Berktay, who is a professor at Istanbul 
University in the department of International Relations, Zeynep İnankur who is an 
academician and also an art historian, and Burcu Pelvanoğlu. From this is clear that the 
exhibition had a diverse curatorial team who are known for their specializations.  
The aim of the exhibition was explained in the press release as follows: “to 
show Turkey’s social and political transformation as seen through the eyes of female 
artists. The exhibition, which is centered on the position of women in the art world, 
offers a new, alternative perspective on the sociocultural history of Turkey.”45 Art 
history and history in general are mostly written by male academics. So, the history of 
Turkey that has been taught in educational spaces is usually male dominated. Even for 
the permanent collection of the museum displays more of a male artists works. The 
permanent exhibition in Istanbul Modern reorganized every two years to show 
different works and artists in the collection. The amount of woman artists works, that 
are shown, are increasing every time the exhibition is organized.  But still the main 
narrative of the art history in Turkey is shown through the works of male artists. It is 
also worth mentioning that the majority of the works of women artists shown are part 
of the post-1960’s, where women artists starts to experiment with different mediums.  
Women have minor voices for telling the history that they share with men. So this new, 
alternative perspective puts women in the context of social and political history of 
Turkey through their woks of art.  
The exhibition consisted of seventy-four women artist from the late Ottoman 
era until contemporary times.46 According to the press release the exhibition includes: 
                                                        
45 Taken from Istanbul Modern’s website. http://www.istanbulmodern.org/en/exhibitions/past-
exhibitions/dream-and-reality_58.html 
 
46These seventy- four women artists are; Mihri Müşfik, Melek Celal Sofu, Belkıs Mustafa, Güzin 
Duran, Nazlı Ecevit, Fahrelnissa Zeid, Aliye Berger, Bedia Güleryüz, Sabiha Rüştü Bozcalı, Nermin 
Faruki, Sabiha Ziya Bengütaş, Hale Asaf, Maide Arel, Şükriye Dikmen, Eren Eyüboğlu, Semiha 
Berksoy, Füreya, Frumet Tektaş, Zerrin Bölükbaşı, Leyla Gamsız, Naile Akıncı, Tiraje Dikmen, Bilge 
Civelekoğlu Friedlaender, Bilge Alkor, Candeğer Furtun, Tülay Tura Börtecene, Alev Ebüzziya 
Siesbye, Füsun Onur, Nil Yalter, Tomur Atagök, Neş’e Erdok, İpek Duben, Nur Koçak, Nevhiz, 
Seyhun Topuz, Meriç Hızal, Nancy Atakan, Gülsün Karamustafa, Canan Beykal, Ayşe Erkmen, Azade 
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“pioneering women artists about whose lives and works we know very little and whose 
names are almost forgotten; the rediscovered moderns; and women artists who for the 
last four decades have been shaping the contemporary art scene with their intellectual 
attitudes and practical actions.”47 At this point we can go back to the definition of the 
post-museum by Hopper-Greenhill. Istanbul Modern is giving voice to the woman 
artists who were forgotten or not paid attention enough and creating a space an 
alternative way of knowledge. Therefore, with the exhibition Istanbul Modern produce 
knowledge while giving voice to who have been left out from the Turkish art history. I 
have noticed in recent years more academic books and articles are written about 
women’s place in Turkish society and also about women artists and their works. In my 
opinion, the alternative narrative for the Turkish art history became a popular subject 
with the Dream and Reality exhibition. 
Levent Çalıkoğlu points out that the exhibition is not just focused on women 
artists and the issues of women in his article Dream and Reality: Modern and 
Contemporary Women Artists from Turkey.  Çalıkoğlu explains the reason for the 
exhibition in the following way: “… This does not mean that the exhibition focuses 
only on woman artists and the problems of women. Nor that it singularly investigates 
the profound traces of fragility ascribed to being women, or the fertility that finds its 
source as a natural essence in their bodies. Quite contrary, the female artists in the 
exhibition have been brought together because of the unique nature of diversity of their 
production. Individuality, the close ties they have formed with the social and cultural 
history of Turkey and the care and success they have shown positioning themselves are 
just a few of the criteria in their selection of this exhibition.”48 The exhibition enables 
the viewer to question women’s identity in the social and political scene in Turkey 
through the divisive works of women artist. Especially for the development of 
contemporary art in Turkey, we notice that women artists are the first examples of 
using new mediums such as: performance and video art.  
                                                                                                                                                                
Köker, Fatma Tülin, Hale Arpacıoğlu, Canan Tolon, İnci Eviner, Kezban Arca Batıbeki, Handan 
Börüteçene,  Canan Dağdelen, Hale Tenger, Selda Asal, Selma Gürbüz, Aydan Murtezaoğlu, Gül 
Ilgaz, Şükran Moral, Arzu Başaran, Gülay Semercioğlu, Mürüvvet Türkyılmaz, Neriman Polat, 
Canan, Nezaket Ekici, Esra Ersen, Ebru Özseçen, Elif Çelebi, Leyla Gediz, Bengü Karaduman, Aslı 
Sungu, İnci Furni, Nilbar Güreş, Seda Hepsev, Ceren Oykut, Ekin Saçlıoğlu, Gözde İlkin, Güneş 
Terkol, AtılKunst.  
47  http://www.istanbulmodern.org/en/exhibitions/past-exhibitions/dream-and-reality_58.html 
48 L. Çalıkoğlu, ‘Hayal ve Hakkikat: Türkiyede Modern ve Çağdaş Kadın Sanatçılar (Dream and 
Reality: Modern and Contemporary Artists from Turkey)’ The Dream and Reality Exhibition 
Catalogue, Esin Eşkinat, Istanbul, 2011, p.22. 
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Fig. 3: Şükran Moral, Bordello, 1997, Video (Performance record),8’ 24’’, Dr. Nejat F. 
Eczacıbaşı Foundation Collection /  Long Term Loan 
 
For example Şükran Moral (1962) is one of the first who has used performance 
as her medium. The video of her work Bordello (1997) (fig.3) is included in the Dream 
and Reality exhibition. Bordello was performed at a brothel district called 
Yüksekkaldırım in Karaköy, Istanbul. She hanged a sign saying “Contemporary 
Museum” on the window of the brothel and held a paper reading “for sale”. She was 
dressed in a black transparent dress while acting in a seductive way.  She was 
questioning ownership and consumerist society by using two subjects art and woman. 
The title chosen for the exhibition is a deliberate one for combining the art 
scene in Turkey with the aim of the exhibition: Dream and Reality is the title of a 
Turkish novel written in 1891, written by two authors Ahmet Midhat (1844-1912) who 
is one of the pioneer writers of Turkish literature and Fatma Aliye. Fatma Aliye (1862-
1936) is considered to be the first women writer of Turkey. This romance novel has 
two parts; the first part of the novel is called ‘Dream’, which was written by Fatma 
Aliye. The second part of the novel ‘Reality’, is written by Ahmet Mithad. On the 
cover of the book Fatma Aliye was featured by her pen name ‘ A Woman’. The novel 
shows us that Fatma Aliye is here as a gender, not as a person. This situation is 
explained by Fatmagül Berktay in her article Dream and Reality or The Endless 
Journey to Reality of Dream(s): “ Patriarchal ideology, from its earliest stages of 
formation, identifies the male with rationality (reason/ mind), civilization and culture, 
and the female with irrationality (“long of hair, short on sense”- a Turkish proverb!), 
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nature and sentimentality.”49 The exhibition takes the novel as a reference point, and 
shows how their dreams are actually a reality that has been left out from the Turkish art 
history. In a male dominated society man are related with the solid objects where as 
women are related with the divine powers or emotions which we cannot sense with our 
five senses. Therefore women’s works are there as an illusion. The subject matters that 
they have chosen are seen tangible, which reduces the power of the work in a male 
dominated society. If we come back to the novel, a woman writes the part about 
dreams because she has a close connection with her emotions. A male writes about the 
reality because he is the rational one. He can explain things in a more scientific way. 
They can distinct how they feel from the reality. In a way, Dream and Reality 
Exhibition establishes the place of women artists in Turkey and shows that the impact 
of an art work goes beyond the gender of the artist. 
 
50 
Fig.4: Guerrilla Girls, The Future for Turkish Women Artists (as revealed to the Guerrilla 
Girls), 2006, digital print, 245x375 cm., Istanbul Modern Collection/ Eczacıbaşı Group Donation. 
 
The second reference point for the exhibition is the 2006, digital print of the 
Guerrilla Girls collective The Future for Turkish Women Artist (as revealed to 
                                                        
49 F. Berktay, ‘Hayal ve Hakkikat ya da Hayalin Hakikatine Bitmeyen Yolculuk (Dream and Reality or 
the Endless Journey to the Reality of Dream(s))’, The Dream and Reality Exhibition Catalogue, Esin 
Eşkinat, Istanbul, 2011, p.27. 
50 http://www.guerrillagirls.com/posters/istanbul.shtml 
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Guerrilla Girls) (fig.4). Guerrilla Girls is a New York based Feminist group. This 
work was shown in the 2006, at the Venice-Istanbul Exhibition at Istanbul Modern and 
it was also a part of Dream and Reality. The print shows a traditional Turkish coffee 
cup. Traditionally, when a person finishes with his or her coffee they flip the cup over 
to learn about their future. It is believed that, the grids in the cup reveal symbols of a 
person’s future. So, the Guerrilla Girls manipulated the cup to read the future of 
women artists in Turkey. According to them the situation of women artist in Turkey is 
better than for women artists in Europe or USA. In addition they state in the print 
“Beware of females from beyond the Bosphorus: Women account for more than 40 
percent of artists exhibited in Istanbul galleries, a much higher ratio than in Europe and 
the USA.” According to Antmen: “ As pointed out by the Guerrilla Girls, it may be 
true that “over 40% of the artists shown in Istanbul galleries are women;” and most the 
artists representing Turkey’s contemporary art abroad are also women. But if we look 
at the museum collections that claim to present the history of art in our country within 
that framework of a specific canon, or to the large-scale exhibitions each organized 
with the claim of offering a canonical selection of the history of art, we see that the 
ratio of women artists being represented is still low; what’s more we witness that they 
have not gone beyond producing work having the status of samples by the “other sex” 
scattered amongst a male-dominated creative process.”51 In addition there is a small 
amount of retrospectives of woman artists in Turkey. This year, Istanbul Modern is 
going to organize a retrospective for Inci Eviner, whose work will be discussed in the 
third chapter. Eviner (1956) is a Turkish woman artist, whose works focuses on 
concepts like body, woman, identity and the uncanny. The exhibition, İnci Eviner 
Retrospective: Who's Inside You?, will be opened in the 22th of June 2016 and it can 
be seen until the 27th of November 2016. This is the first time that Istanbul Modern 
will host a retrospective for a living Turkish woman artist. Having a retrospective 
establishes the artist’s importance in the art scene. Eviner having a retrospective in one 
of the most important museums in Turkey can be seen a development for women 
artists being appreciated for their work in a male dominated territory.  
Finally, the Dream and Reality’s focus point was to show the social and 
political environment of Turkey through the eyes of women artists. According to 
Hooper- Greenhill: “Knowledge is both cultural and historical, involving history and 
                                                        
51 A. Antmen, ‘Kimlikli Bedenler: Sanat, Kimlik, Cinsiyet (Bodies with Identity: Art, Identity, Gender), 
The Dream and Reality Exhibition Catalogue, Esin Eşkinat, Istanbul, 2011, p.87. 
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tradition. Reclaiming and rewriting history are central issues in cultural politics, and 
especially in the museum. Exhibitions can open up ideas that have long been 
suppressed, and can make formerly invisible histories visible.”52 Following from this, 
one can say that, a new knowledge has been raised through the forgotten or overlooked 
works of women artists. The history of Turkey may not be changed but through the 
exhibition an alternative way of understanding has been opened up. 
 
II. Women Artists in the Republican Period Exhibition 
 
The second exhibition that I will focus on is the Women Artists in the 
Republican Period in 1993. The exhibition was a part of the Woman in Anatolia 
Through The Ages exhibitions, which was organized by the Ministry of Culture in 
Istanbul Archeological Museum. The exhibition was curated by Tomur Atagök, who is 
an artist and her works have been shown both at the Dream and Reality and Women 
Artist exhibitions. Even though the Women Artists exhibition is not the first exhibition 
that focuses on the Turkish women artists, there is the 1992 Turkish Women Artists of 
the First Half of the Twentieth Century, which was also organized by Tomur Atagök. 
The reason that I have chosen 1993 exhibition is to show the contemporary works of 
Turkish women artists, which has not been covered in the 1992 exhibition.  
It is important to point out that, Istanbul Archeology Museum is the first 
modern museum of Turkey. Hopper- Greenhill’s concept of modernist museum fits in 
the realms of the Istanbul Archeology Museum. She describes the modernist museum 
as the 19th century European Model, where the narrative is fixed. Modernist museums 
are a part of states educating apparatuses. There only communication is made through 
the objects that are placed intentionally to create the narrative that state wants to give. 
The voice of the visitor is not heard. 
 In the westernization period of the Late Ottoman Era, a museum that 
represents the history, culture and also the power of the Empire was needed. The 
museum was founded in 1869 and it was named Müze-I Hümayun (Imperial Museum). 
According to Hooper Greenhill “The public museum emerged during the nineteenth 
century, during the period now known as the modern period. Modernism is a complex 
concept; there are many discourses of modernity, which refer to a range of economic, 
                                                        
52 Hooper- Greenhill, Oxon,2000, p.19. 
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political, social and cultural transformations.”53 These discourses of Modernism in the 
Late Ottoman Era and in the Republic of Turkey have been discussed in the first 
chapter. Nevertheless, it is important to point out that the establishment of the first 
museum in Turkey is at the end of nineteenth century, and this shows that there is not a 
large gap between the establishment of European modern museums and Turkey’s first 
modern museum. The first curator and the founder of the museum was Osman Hamdi 
Bey, who was an archeologist and a painter. The museum still exists in Turkey and has 
three parts: the Archeological Museum, the Museum of the Ancient Orient and the 
Museum of Islamic Art. The building of the museum is the old Academy of Fine arts. 
The architecture of the museum is similar to how architecture of a modern museum 
would be like according to Hooper-Greenhill. Like a modern museum, Archeological 
Museum is a building with a classical form and columns. The building of the museum 
gives the indication that it is there to for education with the dominant voice of the state. 
To come back to the Women Artists exhibition, it focused on women artist 
from the Early Republican Era until 1993, women artists born between 1883 and 1960. 
Paintings, sculptures, conceptual art works, prints, ceramics and photographs of 
women artist were shown at the exhibition. They were chronologically ordered and 
there was not a main theme at the exhibition. According to Tomur Atagök: “ The 
exhibition does not create a main theme or a new understanding or a language related 
with women.  Rather, the aim of the exhibition is to show anonymous works produced 
in the Turkish culture by known and unknown women artist and display the original 
and the creative personality of Turkish women artists.”5455 
 
 
 
                                                        
53 Hooper- Greenhill, Oxon,2000, p.16. 
54 Atagök, Burcu Pelvanoğlu, Istanbul, 2010. p.41. 
55 The artists shown in the exhibition were: Mihri Hanım, Celile Hanım, Harika Lijif, Melek Celal 
Sofu, Guzin Duran, Nazlı Ecevit, Fahrelnissa Zeid, Aliye Berger, Sabiha Bengütaş, Nermin Faruki, 
Hale Asaf, Maide Arel, Füreya Koral, Eren Eyüboğlu, Seniye Fenmen, Şükriye Dikmen, Leyla 
Gamsız, Tülay Tura Börteçene, Zerrin Bölükbaşı, Füsun Onur, Canan Beykal, Ayşe Erkmen, Gülsün 
Karamustafa, Hale Tenger, Canan Tolon, Işık Tüzüner, Tomur Atagök, İpek Aksügür, İnci Eviner, 
Candeğer Furtun, Selma Gürbüz, Şeyma Reisoğlu, Aytaç Katı, Tulin Onat, Hamiye Çolakoğlu, Melike 
Abasıyanık Kurtiç, Beril Anılanmert, Güngör Güner, Bingül Başarır, Seyhun Topuz, Meriç Hızal, 
Azade Köker, Bilge Alkor, Neş’e Erdok, Nadide Akdeniz, Jale Erzen, Hale Arpacıoğlu, Ayfer 
Karamani, Jale Yılmabaşar, Seniye Fermen, Müşide İçmeli, Gül Derman, Oya Katoğlu, Ayşegül İzer 
Drahşan, Maggie Danon, Emine Ceylan, Sedef Antay and Gülümser İşçelebi. 
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III. The Comparison of the Two Exhibitions 
 
Both the Dream and Reality exhibition and the Women Artists exhibition have a 
similar aim. They do not have a particular theme and both of the exhibitions show 
works of Turkish women artists in the social and political environment of Turkey. 
According to Levent Çalıkoğlu, who is one of the curators of the Dream and Reality 
exhibition: “… As for the tree of art history written by the Fine Art Academy, the only 
seat of authority both for the art environment and all cultural activities until 1980’s, 
female artists can not easily find a place for themselves there.”56 Çalıkoğlu’s quote is 
relevant for the Women Artists exhibition as well. Both of the exhibition aims to show 
the works of forgotten or barely remembered women artist and also how they are 
shaping the contemporary art scene in Turkey.  
It is important to point out that, the women artists mentioned are well known 
both nationally and internationally.57 Their works can be considered more relatable for 
the spectator, make a connection between social and political life in Turkey and also 
how women artist works were positioned in this environment is made possible. 
Therefore, the viewer can construct an alternative meaning through the works of art. 
According to Hooper-Greenhill: “As constructivist learning theory confirms, the 
construction of meaning depends on prior knowledge, and on believes and values. We 
see according to what we know, and we make sense or meaning according to what we 
perceive. In contrast to those who hold that knowledge is a body of objective facts, 
external to the knower, constructivism asserts that knowledge exists only through the 
process of knowing, and that meanings are constructed by individuals, not found 
‘ready-made’.” 58  Hooper- Greenhill explains constructivist learning theory as: 
“Constructivist educational theory focuses on understanding how to enable individual 
learners to find meaning and relevance in teaching content such that learning that 
                                                        
56 L. Çalıkoğlu, Esin Eşkinat, Istanbul, 2011. p.21. 
57 The women artists who have been featured in both of the exhibitions are: Mihri Müşfik, Melek 
Celal Sofu, Güzin Duran, Nazlı Ecevit, Fahrelnissa Zeid, Aliye Berger, Nermin Faruki, Sabiha Ziya 
Bengütaş, Hale Asaf, Şükriye Dikmen, Maide Arel, Eren Eyüboğlu, Füreya, Zerrin Bölükbaşı, Leyla 
Gamsız, Bilge Alkor, Candeğer Furtun, Tülay Tura Börtçene, Füsun Onur, Tomur Atagök, Neş’e 
Erdok, Seyhun Topuz, Gülsün Karamustafa, Canan Beykal, Nur Koçak, Ayşe Erkmen, Azade Köker, 
Canan Tolon, İnci Eviner, Selma Gürbüz 
58 E. Hooper- Greenhill, ‘The Educational Role of the Museum’, Chapter 3 ‘Learning in Art Museums: 
Strategies of Interpretation, Second Edition’, Eilean Hooper- Greenhill, Routledge, London, 1999. 
p.47. 
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occurs, and providing the most effective conditions for learning.”59 Also, these works 
can be considered as a part of prior knowledge, which can help create a new 
perspective to the history of Turkish art.  
Although the women artists from the Late Ottoman and the Early Republican 
Era are quite similar in both of the exhibitions, there is a little similarity between the 
artists from more contemporary times. For example, Nil Yalter, whose work this thesis 
will focus in the next chapter, is not a part of the 1993 Women Artists exhibition. Nil 
Yalter is considered to be Turkey’s first video artist. She has begun to work with video 
art, as a medium, in the 1970’s and also she is well known both in Turkey and 
internationally. Another example can be Semiha Berksoy (1910), who is a part of the 
Dream and Reality but she was not represented in the Women Artists exhibition. She is 
the first women opera singer and also a painter. She has been part of both national and 
international exhibitions since 1961. Both Berksoy and Yalter are important figures in 
the Turkish art scene. If the aim of the Women Artists exhibition is to display the 
creative works of woman artists, they should be included in the exhibition. It should 
also be considered that there is merely a twenty years of time gap between these two 
exhibitions and through that what has been left out becomes a significant question to 
be considered. As Hooper- Greenhill states: “ One critical element in the construction 
of meaning within museums is the presence or absence of particular objects; a second 
vital consideration is that of the frameworks of intelligibility into which collected 
objects are placed. Objects in museums are assembled to make visual statements, 
which combine to produce visual narratives. Collections as a whole, and also 
individual exhibitions, are the result of purposeful activities which are informed by 
ideas about what is significant and what is not. Both collections and exhibitions 
embody ideas and values, although the degree to which these are explicitly articulated 
is variable.”60 The questioning of what has been left out brings up another discussion 
point. What is the difference between exhibiting in a private museum and a public 
museum? As it was stated above The Women Artist exhibition was organized by 
Ministry of Culture. Which can be limiting in terms of representing more controversial 
works. According to Hooper- Greenhill: “ Museums and galleries could also be used 
on a broader stage – that of the nation itself. At the national level, museums were signs 
of the secular religion of nationalism, indicates of general maturity of taste and level of 
                                                        
59 Hooper- Greenhill, Oxon,2000, p.6. 
60 Hooper- Greenhill, Oxon,2000, p.3. 
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civilization, as well as markers of responsibility of the state towards those for whom it 
was gradually becoming more responsible.”61 I am aware of the fact that one exhibition 
cannot cover all women artists and there should be a selection. In my opinion 
museums, especially museums like Istanbul Archeological Museum have a prior aim of 
creating a national identity. Where as a private museum can work more freely 
questioning of history and social and political issues.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
61 Hooper- Greenhill, Oxon,2000, p.27. 
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Chapter 3 
Issues in Focus 
 Woman, Identity and Gender 
 
This chapter of my thesis will focus on major issues that woman artists 
questioned in the Dream and Reality exhibition.  Because I cannot focus on all the 
issues in detail, I have chosen three that are important to understand the women’s 
place in Turkish society: women as the symbol of modernity, gender/body, and 
identity. These issues will be explained by the means of the works of woman 
artists shown in the Dream and Reality exhibition. To explain the artworks, I will 
give a brief biography of the artists and then discuss the works in their social and 
political context of Turkey. I will also analyze the works on their content and how 
they thematize these important issues. 
The aim of this chapter is to show that there is not a singular woman 
identity. At the same time while looking at and questioning the works, there is the 
element of women’s position. This does not make them feminist art works. 
Rather, some of the artists that I am discussing further do not see their works as 
feminist. The second aim of this chapter is to explain that not all of the works of 
women artists can be considered feminist, but they do touch upon issues 
concerning women and their positioning. 
This chapter will also aim to prove the point Ahu Antmen makes in her 
article ‘Why Do the Pioneers of Contemporary Art have Pink Id’s?’. According to 
Antmen: “Until the 1990’s, there is a very small amount of women artists that 
highlights their women identity and who are interested in the ‘women issue’. But 
on the contrary, after the 1990’s, there is a small amount of women artist that do 
not touch up on the women issue.”62 Untill the 1990’s a majority of women artists 
in Turkey wants their art to be separated from their gender. Rather, as I will 
explain in the part about the issue of women as the symbol of modernity, women 
artists do not question what it is to be a woman in the period of the Late Ottoman 
and the Early Republic. The artists represent the concept of the modern Turkish 
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woman without questioning it. The works that I have chosen for this chapter will 
also prove the argument that Antmen makes. 
 The three issues in focus will be exemplified with three artworks and they 
will be investigated with the guidance of relevant literature. For the ‘Woman as 
the Symbol of Modernity’ I have chosen John Berger’s Ways of Seeing (1973) as an 
inspiration, and used as discussing material how woman are represented by male 
and female artists. Berger gives examples from traditional Western oil paintings 
to convey how gender is constructed. Throughout the book he explains how 
women are represented passively and presented for the male gaze. Berger also 
gives examples of women representing women, which is going to be my guide for 
explaining how woman artists represented themselves in the Late Ottoman 
Period and the Early Republic. In addition, Burcu Pelvanoğlu’s article, called 
‘Painting the Late Ottoman Woman: Portrait(s) of Mihri Müşfik Hanım’, about 
Mihri Müşfik Hanım both will be a guide for explaining her life and her works. In 
addition, the article will be used as a guide to compare the life of Mihri Hanım 
with other women represented in this period, because she was someone who 
qualifies for how this ‘new modern Turkish woman’ should be like. Mihri Hanım 
was an exceptional woman in terms of her teaching method in the Academy. One 
of the most important methods that she used was to bring live models to the 
studio for female students to learn the proper way of depicting human body. Also 
she let her students paint in the style of how they wanted, rather than making 
them paint in a classical way.  
The article ‘Textual Strategies: The Politics of Art-Making’ written by Judith 
Barry and Sandy Flitterman-Lewis evaluates the art making process of woman 
artists in a male dominated scene with four different strategies. As femininity 
being a socially and politically constructed concept, works of woman artists living 
in a male dominated space and the feminist artists opposing this male oppression, 
subsequently their works are different from each other, in terms of their aim. 
They should also be interpreted differently. Hence, Barry and Flitterman-Levis 
give us four ways to understand the works of art done by women. Even though 
their examples are much related to video art and photography, I find the article a 
useful inspiration for analyzing the art works that I have chosen for how woman 
artists reflect on issues about gender and the body. The four strategies they 
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explain in the article are: firstly, glorification of an essential female power, works 
that focus on feminine mythology; secondly, woman’s art as a form of sub-cultural 
resistance, which focuses on combining what is considered to be low culture like 
crafts with woman issues and woman’s activities in domestic life; thirdly, the 
works of artists that are not feminist but the works glorify women or reflect 
feminist ideology; and finally, works that act as an artistic activity of textual 
strategy, where the works of art refer to the existing social contradictions to 
create a discourse about it. 
 
I. Woman as the Symbol of Modernity 
 
The first part of this chapter will analyze three portraits that have been 
painted in the Late Ottoman Period and the Early Republic Era. They are the 
representation of women by women artists: Mihri Müşfik’s Portrait (fig.4), Hale 
Asaf’s Self-Portrait (fig.5) and Eren Eyüboğlu’s Portrait of a Woman in Blue Dress 
(fig.6). In this part, I will also give an example of a woman’s portrait painted by a 
Turkish male artist and investigate the difference between the man’s and 
woman’s perception of how a women should be perceived in the modernizing 
period of Turkey. John Berger’s book Ways of Seeing has been a guide to create a 
theoretical framework for this part. John Berger (1926) is a British art critic. His 
1972 BBC series has been published as a book, which criticizes the traditional 
works of art from Europe and raises questions about hidden meanings and 
ideologies in visual culture. Ways of Seeing became the guidance of this part 
mainly because the period mentioned above is the time in which Turkish artists 
started to paint like European artist. At the same time it is the modernization 
period of Turkey. The chapters that focus on women’s representation in painting 
has become an inspiration to evaluate the portraits of women painted by women 
artists. 
As I discussed in the first chapter, women becoming a part of the social 
scene in the late Ottoman and the Early Republican periods coincided with the 
development of the art scene in Turkey. Women and art were both seen as the 
symbol of modernity. Artists started to use Western techniques of painting and 
they incorporated them with themes of modern life in Turkey. Most of the 
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paintings in this period depict the westernized scenes from Istanbul. They show 
the wealthy parts of Istanbul like Taksim, Beyoğlu. At the same time women 
became  part of this concept of Westernization as a symbol of liberation.  Artists 
like Osman Hamdi Bey and Halil Paşa, who were educated in Europe and came 
back to Istanbul, were also interested in portraits. They have painted portraits of 
ordinary people and especially women. For discussing the difference between the 
portraits of women painted by two sexes, I will firstly give an example from a 
male artist from Turkey.  
Halil Paşa (1857-1939) was a painter and an art teacher. He is considered to 
be one of the first impressionist artists of Turkey. His painting Reclining Woman 
(fig.5) from 1894 depicts a woman lying on a sofa. She is wearing a nightgown and 
seems to be daydreaming. 
 
Fig.5: Halil Pasha, Reclining Woman, 1894, oil on canvas, 41x60 cm, İRHM(Istanbul 
Painting and Sculpture Museum). 
 
The interior of the room looks modern. It is important to point out that this is 
a painting before the republic was founded, so the woman still had to wear a 
headscarve. The viewer can see the hair of the woman and at the same time we 
can see her feet, which is as much as painting a nude. The viewer and the woman 
are in an intimate place, where we see her in a position that she is confortable of 
the viewer’s presentence.  She does not look at the viewer. She lies passively 
looking beyond the viewer, so the woman does not acknowledge the presence of 
the viewer. She rather looks melancholic which gives her and the painting an 
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atmosphere. The melancholic atmosphere that makes the painting appreciative 
for the male gaze. According to John Berger: “… men act and women appear. Men 
look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at. This determines not 
only the relations between men and women but also the relation of women to 
themselves. The surveyor of women in herself is male: the surveyed female. Thus 
she turns herself into an object and most particularly an object of vision: a 
sight.”63 The woman in Halil Paşa’s painting is at ease, as if she is not aware of 
being watched. But on the contrary, she is being gazed at, firstly by the man who 
painted her, and secondly by all the viewers of the painting. 
For woman artists it is different to depict portraits of other woman or 
themselves.  In a way they are also visualizing their own state. They are the 
representation of the concept of new modern women. They belong to upper class 
families, educated in Turkey, then continued to work in Europe. So, their portraits 
give us the interpretation of the image of how a modern woman should appear in 
the newly constructed society.  
My first example of a woman artist will be Mihri Müşfik Hanm. According to 
the Dream and Reality catalogue and Pelvanoğlu’s article Painting the Late 
Ottoman Woman: Portrait(s) of Mihri Müşfik Hanım; Mihri Müşfik was born in 
1886 and she is considered to be the first Turkish woman artist. She was a 
member of a well educated, upper-class family. Her father, Dr. Ahmet Rasim Paşa, 
was an anatomy specialist and also an instructor at the Military School of 
Medicine (Askeri Tıbbiye) in Istanbul. He was also interested in art, literature and 
music, which might have played a crucial role in encouraging his daughter’s 
artistic carrier. Early in her artistic education, Mihri Hanım has taken private 
lessons from Italian Orientalist artist Fausto Zonaro (1854-1929) who was also 
the court painter. She continued her studies further in Rome and later in Paris. 
While in Europe, Mihri Hanım has painted the portrait of the Italian poet Gabriel 
d’Annunzio and also the portrait of the Pope in the Vatican. She has also worked 
at the restoration of the frescoes in a chapel.  
In 1913, she returned to Istanbul to work as an art teacher at the Istanbul 
Teachers’ Training for Girls (Darülmuallimat). A year later, with the establishment 
                                                        
63 J. Berger, ‘Ways of Seeing: Based on BBC Television Series by John Berger’, Penguin Books, 
London,1973 p.47.  
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of the School of Fine Arts for Girls (İnas Sanayi-I Nefise Mekteb-I Alisi), Mihri 
Hanım was appointed as the director. Her work at the school is considered to be 
revolutionary. She urged her students to work in different artistic styles and also 
made it possible for female students to work from models. She brought Greek 
sculptures to the school for students to learn about anatomy. She also established 
open air drawing classes for women students. So, while Mihri Hanım was the 
director of the School of Fine Arts for Girls, they were educating woman students 
in the same way as the male students who wanted to become artists.  
Portraits painted by Mihri Hanim are considered to be in a classical style. 
Her portraits are often compared with those of Osman Hamdi Bey because of her 
style. Her portraits reveal important clues for the on-going transformation of the 
Late Ottoman society. As themes, they often have an orientalist mode of 
representation. It should be indicated that her Orientalist themes differ from the 
paintings done by European male artists. Pelvanoğlu explains Mihri Hanım’s way 
of using Orientalist themes as follows: “ Yet Mihri Hanım’s Orientalism offers a 
fresh and challenging interpretation since her ‘women behind the veil’ do not 
represent typical Oriental fantasies: women present themselves from behind 
veils, yet they are not odalisques, slaves, or concubines of classic Orientalist 
painting, but upper-class women, who began to have a more discernible presence 
in the public sphere in the second half of the nineteenth century.”64 The portrait is 
a representation of a contemporary woman of the Late Ottoman Empire. She is 
not depicted as an eroticized object.  She escapes the male gaze that Berger talks 
about and becomes a personal subject.  She is a present woman of her time.  
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fig. 6: Mihri Müşfik Hanım, Portrait, Pastel on canvas, 116 x 89 cm, Istanbul Museum of 
Modern Art Collection / Semra Karamürsel Donation. 
 
The Portrait (fig.6) in the Dream and Reality exhibition depicts the new 
Ottoman woman. She is posed sitting down and looking directly at the viewer 
with a candid smile. Unlike Halil Paşa’s Reclining Woman, the woman in Mihri 
Hanım’s painting engages with the viewer. She is not passive. Mihri Hanım’s 
portraits are depictions of real persons. She does not document her models as 
they appear; rather, she presents them with a personality.  
The woman in the portrait is dressed in black. She does not have a veil that 
covers her face. So, my assumption is that she belongs to an upper-class family. 
Half of the arms of her dress are made of lace and she is wearing a necklace. All of 
these elements in the painting show us that she symbolizes a modern woman. She 
is a combination of East and West. Mihri Hanım does not paint her as an exotic 
subject; she is not there to pleasure the male gaze. She is a real woman from the 
Late Ottoman period; therefore her portrait does not belong in the realm of 
Orientalist painting. 
According to the Dream and Reality catalogue and the artist portrait 
dedicated to Hale Asaf in the Istanbul Art News; Mihri Hanım’s niece, Hale Asaf, is 
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also considered to be one of the first women artists in Turkey. Born in 1905 Asaf 
also belonged to an upper-class family. Before being educated in the School of 
Fine Arts, she was interested in arts as a child. She was home schooled and 
learned English. She went to Notre Dame de Sion, which is now one of the French 
High schools in Istanbul. She started to paint when she went to Rome and also 
learned Italian. In the first years of the foundation of the republic in Turkey, she 
went to Germany and attended the Berlin School of Fine Arts. Her paintings were 
shown in important art magazines of Berlin. She returned to Turkey in 1924. After 
that she went to Rome and went to Paris to continue painting. Asaf came back to 
Istanbul in 1928 and became an art teacher in Bursa Teachers School for Girls. In 
1930 she moved to Paris, where her works were exhibited in the Montparnasse 
Summer Exhibitions in 1931. She died in 1938, while preparing an exhibition in 
Paris. 
She had a unique style of painting, being more experimental then Mihri 
Hanım. Pelvanoğlu explains Asaf’s style as: “ (…)she adopted the constructivist 
approach, which was then combined with the expressionist approach when she 
was in Germany. (…) The artist went through an experimentation period inspired 
by the late Cubism in her Paris years; in this sense, by combining late Cubism, the 
curves of Art-Déco which is based on late Cubism and all that she learned since 
she was 14 years old, she created a synthesis and developed a completely 
personal art style.”65 Because she has studied and worked in Europe she was part 
of the art scene in Europe. She was seeing everything at first hand. She was also 
free to experiment with different styles because she was not confined within the 
territories of the Academy. As I have mentioned before, the Academy taught 
classical way of painting, which did not leave any space for experimenting with 
cubism or the abstract painting. Because of the free space, she found, Asaf found a 
way to incorporate the late Cubism style with the curves of Art-Déco, and from 
this created her individual style.  
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Fig. 7: Hale Asaf, Self-Portrait,1928, Oil on Canvas, Private Collection. 
 
In her Self-Portrait (fig. 7), Asaf paints herself while wearing her work 
attire. Her emotional state looks under control but her eyes give the impression of 
seriousness. Her eyes are the focus point of the painting and engage with the 
viewer. From her dress, I can tell that she did not represent herself as an upper-
class woman but as a professional painter.  
When we come to the Early Republican period there is a shift in 
representing women in paintings. As can be seen from Asaf’s Self-Portrait, she is 
more interested in the style of the painting than the subject. The elements for 
women as a symbol of modernity are explicit. She is seen with her worker’s suit.  
She does not paint her paintings in a Italian Renaissance style. This is also due to 
the fact that she has spent most of her life in Europe. Her works were not 
suppressed by the Academy, and she had a freer environment to try new styles. 
Ayla Ödekan, who is an academic in the Istanbul Technical University and also one 
of the contributors of the Dream and Reality exhibition catalogue, describes both 
Mihri Muşfik and Hale Asaf’s works: “ Another point to be stressed is the fact that 
thanks to their free spirited personality, both artists managed not to be confined 
within limited circles in the countries they went, to exchange views with known 
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artists and to create their own specific style although they were influenced by 
them.”66 For example Asaf was acquainted with Alberto Giacometti,  Ossip Zadlike 
and Giorgio de Chirico, and has been inspired by them. Both of these artists have 
taken inspiration from European modern art, interpreting and sometimes 
combining them with their own unique way. This is something that differentiates 
women artists from their male colleagues. While the male artists have worked in a 
much broader subject matter, they worked in similar styles. The works of the 
male artists were confined to the academy’s definition of what is good art. For 
that matter until the 1940’s and 1950’s we come across with more impressionist 
paintings done by male artists.  
The last example for the issue of women as the symbol of modernity will 
be Eren Eyüboğlu’s Portrait of a Woman in Blue Dress (fig.9). According to the 
Dream and Reality exhibition catalogue, Eren Eyüboğlu was born in 1907 in Yaş, 
Romania. While in high school she took private art lessons. She became an art 
teacher in Yaş Fine Arts Academy. In 1929 she went to Paris and worked in Andre 
Lhote’s atelier for four years. In 1930 she met Bedri Rahmi Eyüboğlu (1911-
1973), who is a pioneer Turkish painter, and, in 1936, got married with Eyüboğlu. 
She has travelled through Anatolia, which are the more rural parts of Turkey, as a 
Turkish painter. She died in 1988. 
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Fig.8: Eren Eyüboğlu, Portrait of a Woman in Blue Dress, Oil on Canvas. 
 
She was inspired by impressionism and looked at the paintings of Monet 
and Cezanné when she was in Europe. Later in the1950’s she was more interested 
in Cubism and investigated works of artists like Picasso and Braque. Her Portrait 
of a Woman in Blue Dress (fig.8) does resemble more a Cubist painting. This time 
we see a woman in a cocktail dress looking away from the viewer. Her outfit is 
European and we don’t see any traces of an Eastern kind of clothing. She is 
positioned as waiting for someone. Unlike the two paintings above, Eyüboğlu uses 
more vivid colors and creates depth by using contrasting colors.  Her dress has 
floral details, which is something that Eyüboğlu uses when she is painting 
portraits. As I quoted from Tomur Atagök in chapter 1, after the 1940’s women 
artist started to use more decorations and motives.67 In Eyüboğlu’s case she was 
inspired by Anatolian decorations while she was traveling in the region. Anatolian 
decorations are geometric shapes in primary colors, which are used to decorate 
rugs and ceramic vases. These shapes and colors can be seen at the background of 
the Portrait of a Woman in Blue Dress.  Her husband Bedri Rahmi also uses 
                                                        
67 Atagök, Burcu Pelvanoğlu 2011: 24.(trans: S.Z.E.) 
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Anatolian motifs in his paintings. In the portrait, the decorations at the 
background resemble these Anatolian decorations, which are vivid in color.  
With Eyüboğlu’s portrait we can see that the transformation of the woman 
in Turkish society has advanced. She does not reflect anything ‘Eastern’ any more. 
Even though Asaf’s portrait does not present the viewer a traditional Eastern 
modern woman, now we see a woman in a cocktail dress demonstrating that she 
belongs to the upper-middle class in Turkish society, that she is a modern woman, 
representing modern society. 
In conclusion, women artists in Turkey have contributed to the 
development of  an image of the new modern Turkish woman in their paintings. It 
is important to recall that the artists analyzed above belong to upper-middle class 
families. They all had been to an art academy and worked in Europe. In a way they 
represent the new modern women. The woman artists in the Late Ottoman and 
the Early Republican Era represented women in their portraits, but did not 
question the issue of the woman seen as a symbol of modernity. They are much 
more interested in trying new styles, wanting to apply European styles of painting 
in a Turkish context. This new developing idea of woman as subject matter to 
depict because there is an increase of women portraits done by both male and 
female artists in this period. In addition to that, the style of their paintings and 
also the subject matter of the woman artists fit in the appreciation of the 
Academy. So by choosing women as their subject matter in their paintings they 
have gained a status in the Turkish art scene, and simultaneously helped to 
emancipate society.  
According to Antmen: “ In Early Turkish Art there are no works of woman 
artists who represent themselves as they participate actively in the Turkish 
Society. “68 The women not represented actively can be seen from the examples I 
have given above. All of these three portraits represent the modern woman by 
modern woman artists, but they are not active, in contrast they are posed. They all 
gain visibility by looking at the viewer and being present. They are not there just 
                                                        
68 With the exeption of Melek Celal Sofu’s (18896-1976) painting Eski Büyük Millet Meclisi 
Kürsüsün’de Kadın (Woman at the stand at the Old Great Assembley) in 1936. 
A. Antmen,Çağdaş ‘Sanat Öncülerinin Kimlikleri Neden Pembe? (Why Do the Pioneers of 
Contemporary Art have Pink Id’s?)’ , Kimlikli Bedenler: Sanat, Kimilk, Cinsiyet (Bodies with Identity: 
Art, İdentity, Gender), Istanbul: Sel Publishing House, 2013. p. 112. (trans: S.Z.E.) 
 
 44 
for the pleasure of the male gaze. These women are not exotic or eroticized by 
their painters, but they are a part of the representation of the modern women 
ideology that has been socially and politically constructed. 
Through his book Berger criticizes how every image that we see has the ability 
for meaning production. There are always socially constructed messages that the 
image communicates. Whether it is an advertisement or a Renaissance painting, 
the act of looking is constructed by the male gaze. When a woman becomes a 
subject of a painting, the way that she is represented is different between sexes. 
Through this part of my thesis I have tried to demonstrate how women artists 
have used the subject of women and gave them a personality, rather than just a 
portrait of a women as something pleasurable to look at. 
 
II. Gender and Body 
 
As I mentioned before, the article ‘Textual Strategies: The Politics of Art-
Making’ written by Judith Barry and Sandy Flitterman-Lewis evaluates the art 
making process of woman artists in a male dominated scene with four different 
strategies. These strategies will be evaluated and exemplified by the artworks 
that are going to be discussed in this part. In addition, the catalogue of the Dream 
and Reality exhibition is going to be the source for the explanation of the works 
and also for the brief biographies of the artist that is going to be discussed. 
The three works that I have chosen to reflect up on the issues of gender 
and body are Nur Koçak’s Cahide’s Story (2003-2006),Canan’s İbretüma (2009) 
and Inci Eviner’s Fluxes of Girls (2010) , all three of the works I have chosen are 
done in 2000’s which gives us a time period when gender and the body became a 
popular issue to emphasize and also confirms the statement that Antmen makes 
in the introduction of this chapter. Namely as; ““Until the 1990’s, there is a very 
small amount of women artists that highlights their women identity and who are 
interested in the ‘women issue’. But on the contrary, after the 1990’s, there is a 
small amount of women artist that do not touch up on the women issue.”69 
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As I have explained in the first chapter, the 1960’s the art scene in Turkey 
became a more politicized scene. The military coup of 1960 has given voice to 
both  left and right wing. Art became more diverse in terms of style and theme. 
The leftist’s political movements were male oriented; they did not discuss the 
issues of women. In terms of woman artists works in this period, they wanted to 
stay away from being labeled as feminist because it would give them a secondary 
position in the art scene of Turkey. In the 1980’s, feminism became an important 
social and cultural subject to be discussed in terms of feminism becoming an 
ideology and making its impact on the art scene that happened in the 1990’s.  
Antmen explains how the issues about women become a major discussion 
point in 1990’s Turkey: “ The issues of women were emphasized by women 
artists in the 1970’s and the 1980’s as well. But for women artists, who are trying 
to express themselves more genuinely in the restricted field of modern painting 
and sculpture, was not the major subject matter. (…) The common aspect of the 
artists, who had lived their adolescence in the turbulent political process of the 
1960 military coup, and also their maturity years through the 1980’s oppressive 
period, they have searched for a more personal and psychological language to 
express themselves in their works of art.”70 Women artists started to look for an 
alternative language to express themselves, which was not dominated by male 
power. Modernist painting and sculpture was a part of this power, so women 
artists started to experiment with photography, video art and performance art. 
Through these new forms of art they have focused on gender and sexuality as a 
socially and politically constructed ideology. 
Born in 1941 Istanbul, Nur Koçak went to TED Ankara Collage. She has 
taken art classes from Turgut Zaim71. Koçak graduated from a high school in 
Washington D.C. When she returned to Turkey, she enrolled in the Academy of 
Fine Arts; there she studied at the studio of important Turkish male artists like 
Adnan Çoker(1927), Neşet Günal (1923-2002) and Cemal Tollu(1899-1968).  
                                                                                                                                                                
 
70  A. Antmen,Çağdaş Sanat Öncülerinin Kimlikleri Neden Pembe? (Why Do the Pioneers of 
Contemporary Art have Pink Id’s?) in Kimlikli Bedenler: Sanat, Kimilk, Cinsiyet (Bodies with 
Identity: Art, İdentity, Gender), Istanbul: Sel Publishing House, 2013. p. 128. (trans: S.Z.E.) 
 
 
71 Born in 1906, İstanbul. Zaim is one of the Turkish painters who studied at Paris. 
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In 1970, she won a state scholarship and went to Paris for four years. 
While staying in Paris, she was inspired by how women’s bodies were 
commodified by consumerist culture. She used women magazines, and 
advertisements and appropriated them as in a Pop Art way. She began her series 
called Fetish Objects/Object Female, where she used the images of perfume 
bottles, nail polish, lipstick and underwear, which are objects linked to the beauty 
and beautification of a woman. She emphasizes the concepts of gender, woman’s 
sexuality and a woman’s place in society. When she came back to Turkey in 1974, 
she has continued to work with hyperrealist images of body parts of woman. She 
is considered to be the first artist who has worked with hyperrealist images as a 
medium in Turkey. 
 
 
 
Fig. 9: Nur Koçak, The series of Cahide’s Story, 2003-2006,Cahide Before VI, from the series 
“Cahide’s Story”, 2006, Cahide Before II, from the series “Cahide’s Story”, 2003-2006, Cahide 
Before V, from the series “Cahide’s Story”, 2006, Cahide After I, from the series “Cahide’s Story”, 
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2003, Cahide After II, from the series “Cahide’s Story”, 2003, Cahide After III, from the series 
“Cahide’s Story”, 2003, each: Acrylic on canvas, 70 x 50 cm, Private Collection. 
 
 
 Later, Koçak’s works started to question the female body regarding social 
values. The figures started to become more subjective and geographical values; 
such as popular images and celebrity figures of Turkey, which are more relatable 
to Turkish society. The Series of Cahide’s Story (fig.9) is about the life of Cahide 
Sonku . Sonku (1919-1981) is considered to be Turkey’s first ‘star’. She was an 
actress and has taken part in many theater and cinema productions in the 1930’s. 
The series contains six portraits of Sonku, which are divided in two groups called 
‘before’ and ‘after’. The ‘before’ group, the upper part, shows Sonku as a beautiful 
and confident woman with a smile on her face, but the portraits in the ‘after’ 
group depict her as a tired and anxious woman. The spectator sees how the 
female body becomes an object and how it became an object of consumption in 
the visual culture. As time passed, Sonku become simplified and reduced to a 
cultural stereotype of a destroyed women’s image should appear like. It should be 
worth mentioning that Cahide Sonku has lived a unique lifestyle and she was a 
pioneering woman in Turkey.  She was the first female film director of Turkey and 
also, as her personal life, she got married and divorced three times. She was a 
rising star of the Turkish film Industry. She became an alcoholic and lost all of her 
money. At the end of her life she was washing dishes in a restaurant in order to 
earn some money. She died in one of her friends’ apartment because she did not 
have any money to live on her own. For the generation before me her life story is 
very well known. As a person she was consumed by her fame and she was treated 
like a product. She was dehumanized and became a story to be told and learned 
lessons from. In this way The series of Cahide’s Story questions how a person 
becomes an object of consumption, especially a woman, because of her alternative 
choices of life. 
In their article, Barry and Flitterman-Lewis discuss the difference between 
women art making in a male dominated society and feminist art working against 
patriarchy. They suggest that “feminist art evolves from a theoretical reflection on 
representations: how the representation of woman is produced, the way it is 
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understood, and the social conditions in which it is situated.”72 The 
representation of Sonku reflects the social context of Turkey, where a woman, 
who does not act in a way that society wants, will end up like the last portrait of 
Sonku. She is defeated and tired.73 With the Series of Cahide’s Story, Koçak opens 
up a discourse of how visual culture can shape the social reality of the society.  
 CANAN is one of the few women artists in Turkey who considers herself a 
feminist. She deliberately does not use her last name. She was born in 1970 as 
Canan Şahin, and graduated from the Business Administration Department of 
Marmara University in 1992. Two years later she returned to the Marmara 
University to study art. In her works she creates a discourse about the taboo, 
harassment and oppressions that women are subjected to both in traditional 
cultures and modern societies. As medium she uses video, miniature, and 
installations. She got married in 1991 and took her husband’s last name and 
became Canan Şenol. When she divorced from her husband in 2010, she had to 
change back to her father’s last name. Canan states that after her divorce she 
wanted to be known only as Canan without her father’s or husbands last name. 
With that she escapes from the state’s oppression of woman having to belong to a 
man.  
 She was one of the panelists in the Art and Gender Seminar that took place 
in Istanbul in 2015. The seminar was organized by Sabancı University and for four 
weeks there were two art critics and two artists explaining their works. They 
created a discourse about art, gender and politics with examples from art history, 
contemporary art, photography and cinema. I have attended the seminars, and 
Canan was the speaker at the second session. Her presentation was titled ‘ What is 
Personal is Political’. She stated that, for feminists, there is no distinction between 
the personal and public space. She later explained the process of her working as 
she gets inspiration from personal events that she has encountered and starts 
discussing them in her works. As a woman artist who has lived both in Germany 
                                                        
72J. Barry and S. Flitterman Lewis, ‘ Textual Strategies: The Politics of Art- Making’, The Feminism 
and the Visual Culture Reader, A. Jones, Routledge, London, 2003, p. 58. 
 
73 For more information on Cahide Sonku’s life see the article; Gönül Dönmez‐Colin (2010) Women 
in Turkish Cinema: Their Presence and Absence as Images and as Image‐Makers, Third Text, 24:1, 
91-105, DOI:10.1080/09528820903488976 
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and Turkey, she questions women’s position both from the perspective of the East 
and the West.  
 
Fig.10: Canan, Ibretnüma (Examplary), 2009,Video, 27’30”, loop, Dr. Nejat F. Eczacıbaşı Foundation 
Collection / Long Term Loan. 
 
  In 2006, Canan stared to work with miniature painting, which is 
considered to be a part of Turkish culture. The first miniature works she has 
produced in 1998 were a way to question and criticize what is considered to be a 
part of Turkish culture. In 2006 she has also started to get interested and to like 
the style she once criticized. The video Examplary  (fig.10) is a story of a girl from 
Southeastern Anatolia. The girl in the story is not permitted to be herself even in 
her dreams.  
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 The video combines the Western medium of video with the tradition of 
miniature painting for reference to Islamic art for the eyes of a Westerner. In 
addition, miniature has been an othered art both in the West and Turkey and has 
been erased from the cultural memory of Turkey. The combination of miniature 
painting and women as subject matter, both marginalized, and how they became 
the other in the Turkish society is striking. Examplary also criticizes how 
awoman’s body has become a political, economic and religious commodity. The 
main character of the story investigates the control appointed socially to the 
woman’s body, which also relates to Turkey’s recent history. The woman was first 
constructed around the idea of modernization, but later it has become a debate 
developed around conservatism. The work also questions bio-political concepts 
like marriage, orientalization and family. These are gender related concepts that 
have been politicized.  
 The story telling process is done by the artist’s herself, but the language is 
in a male narrative style which is more direct. The narrative of the video takes a 
critical stance against the masculine narrators of the stories. This critique is also 
done with the title of the work. The Turkish title of the work, Ibretnüma, is 
considered as an alternative title for the storybook The Thousand and One Nights. 
The book contains stories within a story, which is the same thing Canan tries to 
accomplish through her work. The video itself tells the story of a situation that the 
girl is faced with at the same time the video as whole consists of different stories 
just like the book The Thousand and One Nights.  
 The last work that I will discuss, in the context of gender and the body, is 
from Inci Eviner, who was also one of the speakers in the Art and Gender seminar. 
Eviner was born in Ankara, 1956. She has graduated from the Istanbul Academy 
of Fine Arts Painting Department in 1980. After completing her master’s degree at 
Mimar Sinan University in 1990, she was invited to be a part of the Venice 
Biennial in 1997. In her works she focuses on concepts like body, woman, identity 
and the uncanny. She combines these concepts with ornaments but these 
ornaments are not there for their pure aesthetic qualities. These ornaments are 
human bodies that act in an unconventional way. Usually she puts two or three 
people in a cloth sack and they move in a rhythmic way. Rather, these figures 
question the true identity of one’s self. During the 1980’s she was interested in 
 51 
psychology and went to mental intuitions to observe ‘the other’.  She wanted to 
learn about the difference between one’s self and the other. 
 She also stayed away from painting as a medium and created an 
alternative way of narrating through natural materials such as copper and skin in 
her early works. She has questioned the relationship between nature, body and 
geography, as the following example will show. 
74 
Fig.11: Still from, Inci Eviner, Fluxes of Girls on Europe, 2010, HD Data Video, 3 min loop. Courtesy 
Istanbul Modern. 
 
The Fluxes of Girls on Europe (fig.11), questions the identity of a woman 
through uncanny figures. The work is a video, dated 2010, with accompanied text 
written by Eviner and also narrated by her. In the video, there are two voices, 
which seems like they belong to two different people. The recordings of two 
voices are superimposed and the voice at the background sound like an echo.  The 
violent words like “tear”, “swear”, “burry alive” are heard. What is emphasized in 
the video is that the girls do all of these violent actions in a joyful way.  
 The work contains combined woman bodies acting in a strange way, which 
Eviner has been including in her works since 2009. They can be found in other 
works such as Harem (2009) and New Citizen I-II-III (2009). These women are like 
a creature that is being mentioned in the text that accompanies the work. They 
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move in a strange way and they look similar to reptiles. They also resemble 
anatomically unidentifiable flesh. There are nearly seventy women that can be 
found at the satellite image of the European continent. The figures are 
compounded of two or more women in one single swathe of fabric. These 
intermingled bodies are done by the artist to criticize the concept of incarceration. 
She questions the identity of the women and in addition the work is also 
questioning the identity of the third world woman. Because these women are 
standing on the European map that also contains a part of Turkey, they belong 
both to the West and the East. At the same time they do not belong anywhere 
because they are on the borderline.  
 
III. Identity  
 
After the 1960’s, when artists started to criticize the social and political issues 
more in their works, the search for cultural heritage started to appear. The 
question of what is our culture lead to the issue of identity. For a country, which 
has been through a cultural transformation since the 1830’s, the Turkish identity 
is a hard thing to conceptualize. Both women and male artists question the issue 
of identity. The issue of identity has been touched upon also by the previous art 
works, I have discussed, to explain the issue of gender and the body, be it Nur 
Koçak, using the cultural idol Cahide Sonku, or Canan, using miniature in her 
video installation to question the othred art. Also the video work of İnci Eviner 
refers to identity by placing the figures on top of the satellite image of the 
European continent.  It becomes clear that the issue of identity goes hand in hand 
with the issue of gender.  
The works that I am going to discuss in the last part of this chapter will 
broaden the issues that are considered in the context of identity, combined it with 
the issue of women identity. The last three examples will be: Gülsün 
Karamustafa’s Post Composition in 1995, Nil Yalter’s Exile is a Hard Job in 1983 
and Hale Tenger’s The School of Sikkimden Aşşa Kasımpaşa in 1990. These works 
are also done after the 1990’s, when woman issues become visible elements of 
woman artist’s works. As I have quoted from Antmen at the introduction to this 
chapter: “Until the 1990’s, there is a very small amount of women artists that 
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highlights their women identity and who are interested in the ‘women issue’. But 
on the contrary, after the 1990’s, there is a small amount of women artist that do 
not touch up on the women issue.”75 The last examples of this chapter belong to 
the late period of 1980’s and 1990. As it can seen from the examples, all of these 
artists combine women issues with the contemporary issues in Turkey such as; 
militarism and migration.  
Identity combines the issues of migration, memory, Orientalism, military 
and hybridism. Hybridism has been questioned by Gülsün Karamustafa in 
relationship with migration, to show the multicultural aspects of Turkey and how 
the migrant’s lifestyle has been marginalized in society and considered to be part 
of low culture.  
Born in 1946, Gülsün Karamustafa graduated from Istanbul State Academy 
of Fine arts in 1969. She studied at the studio of Bedri Rahmi Eyüboğlu at the 
Department of Advanced Painting. She was an assistant and instructor at the 
Istanbul State Higher School of Applied Fine Arts in between the years of 1975-
1981. She resigned from her occupation to continue with her independent artistic 
carrier. Karamustafa has worked with different media such as painting, 
installation, found objects and film. She is known for her works that critiques 
cultural identity, migration and the social transformation of Turkey. She also 
questions the concept of family through the traditional petrified roles of the 
members.  
The cultural transformation in the 1970’s is explained in the Dream and 
Reality Exhibition catalogue as: “The migration from the country-side to the cities, 
and the process of integration within those cities, both of which increased in the 
late 1970’s, led a cultural transformation dubbed “arabesk” by the sociologists 
and seen as a potential source of cultural degeneration.”76 People who have lived 
in poor parts of the big cities have been considered to be a part of low culture and 
their traditions and life styles are called arabesque. The Arabesque can be the 
music that they listen to or the way that they decorate their houses. . They were 
                                                        
75 A. Antmen,Çağdaş Sanat Öncülerinin Kimlikleri Neden Pembe? (Why Do the Pioneers of 
Contemporary Art have Pink Id’s?) in Kimlikli Bedenler: Sanat, Kimilk, Cinsiyet (Bodies with 
Identity: Art, İdentity, Gender), Istanbul: Sel Publishing House, 2013. p. 126. (trans: S.Z.E.) 
 
76 The Dream and Reality Exhibition Catalogue, Esin Eşkinat, Istanbul, 2011, p.145. 
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not modernized and therefore they did not belong to the city. Also the gender 
roles in these migrated families intrigued Karamustafa’s interest. In 1984, the 
artist worked as the art director for the film Bir Yudum Sevgi (A Taste of Love) 
directed by Atıf Yılmaz77, where she had the opportunity to talk with migrant 
families in Istanbul and learn about their daily lives.  She came face to face with a 
hybrid culture that combines the city culture and the village culture. She explores 
the social transformation after migration and questions the issue of identity by 
using the concepts of kitsch and gender. 
 
 
Fig.12: Gülsün Karamustafa, Postposition (1995), textile collage, 5 pieces, each 49 ¼" x 39 3/8". 
Foreign Services Exhibition, Shedhalle, Zurich. 
 
 Karamustafa’s work Postposition (1995) (fig.12) consists of five wall 
carpets, which were made in Istanbul and exported abroad. These wall carpets 
are considered to be kitsch objects in the city culture, although they are used as a 
decoration for homes of migrated families. Karamustafa started to collect these 
wall carpets as a symbol of the hybrid life style. The themes of sex, religion and 
heroism are merged with these five wall carpets. In 2014, SALT78 organized a 
retrospective of Gülsün Karamustafa. Solmaz Bulunday Hasgüler and Tuna Şare’s 
                                                        
77 (1925-2005) Kurdish orgin, Turkish film Director. 
78 Art institution founded by Vasif Kortun and Garanti Bank in 2011, Turkey, that has exhibition 
and work shop space in Istanbul and Ankara. 
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article about Karamustafa’s works explains the work Postposition:  “Although 
displayed as carpet-like objects typical of a predominantly Muslim society, these 
tapestries incorporated religious and cultural motifs belonging to Christianity and 
Western society, such as the images of Christ as a shepherd and Elvis Presley.”79 
The reason I have taken this quote is to show that Karamustafa refers to the clash 
of Western and Eastern culture in her work, which is how Istanbul is described. It 
can also be said that at some point all the Turkish people living in Istanbul also 
‘migrated’ because the city once belonged to the Byzantine Empire where it was 
not their home, in fact both the inhabitants of the city and the migrated people 
share the same destiny of being the outcast.  
 Postposition also combines high and low culture forms. Low culture, 
arabesque because of the material of the work tapestry, often seen as the in realm 
of women and just a craft and high culture being the subject matters that 
Karamustafa depicts. By doing so, she shows the hidden history of the outcasts of 
the society. Postposition can be an example for the second strategy that Barry and 
Filtterman-Lewis explain in their article “women’s art as a form of sub-cultural 
resistance.”80 These works try to break the ideological distinction between high 
and low cultural productions. They use crafts and incorporate them in the 
women’s issues. With icons like Virgin Mary and Elvis Presley in the wall carpets, 
Karamustafa questions the issue of gender roles in a traditional society. In 
addition to that, before industrialization, these carpets were hand-made by 
women in the Anatolia especially young women who were not married. They are 
considered to be visual narratives of the culture. So the work Postposition 
combines icons with everyday existence of the migrated habitants of the city. 
 The second artist I would like to discuss is Nil Yalter, born in 1938, Cairo. 
She has attended the Robert Collage in Istanbul. Yalter is considered to be the first 
Turkish artist who used video as an artistic production. She moved to Paris in 
1965, where she was educated in the arts. She still lives and works in Paris.  
 In the 1970’s, Yalter began to work with video. In her video works she 
combines poetry, philosophy and sociology.  Her works revolve around the 
                                                        
79 S. Bunulday Hasgüler and T. Şare, ‘ Gülsün Karamustafa: A Vagabond, from Personal to Social, 
From Localto Global’, Woman’s Art Journal, Vol.35, no.2, 2014. 
80 J. Barry and S. Flitterman Lewis, ‘ Textual Strategies: The Politics of Art- Making’, The Feminism 
and the Visual Culture Reader, A. Jones, Routledge, London, 2003, p. 56. 
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themes of gender, migration, memory and cultural identity. So, similar to 
Karamustafa, she also questions the matters of identity in relation to gender by 
focusing on the experiences of the migrants. As a woman born in Egypt from a 
Turkish family and also living in Paris, Yalter focuses on the problems of 
immigrants from Turkey who went to Europe to seek for jobs.  
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Fig.13: Nil Yalter, Exile is a Hard Job, 1983, 2-channel video installation and four monitors, 
photographs, texts and painting. Illigal Turkish immigrant workers in confection. Paris. 
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 Exile is a Hard Job (fig.13),  a video installation accompanied by 
photographs, texts and painting, is about Turkish migrants who come to Paris 
illegally to work in manufacturing industries. The video documentary features 
these people talking about themselves in a room. The texts, photographs and the 
geometrical forms placed on the wall looks as if they are from another place, 
which explains the feeling of being an outcast these illegal migrants have. Yalter 
uses everyday struggles these Turkish illegal migrants face and refers the video to 
open up a discourse about identity and migrant existence.  
Even though she has criticized an issue that has been a part of Turkey’s 
current discourse of that time, Yalter’s works were not exhibited in Turkey until 
the 1990’s. Since 1973, she has been in the group exhibitions and also had solo 
exhibitions in Europe, especially in Paris. Her early works also focus on women, 
identity and migrants, discourses related to Turkey, so one can ask the question: 
why did she have an exhibition so late in her career in Turkey? In my opinion, this 
issue relates to the fact that private galleries in Turkey only started to open 
during the 1980’s. Until then there was no art market or a space for exhibiting 
that does not relate to the Academy. This can be considered as a loss for next 
generation of artists not experiencing the unique works of Yalter.  
The last Turkish woman artist that I am going to discuss is Hale Tenger. 
Born in 1960, Tenger critiques the social conditions of Turkey. She has graduated 
from the painting of Mimar Sinan University in 1986. She continued her studies at 
the South Glamorgan Institute of Higher Education in Cardiff with a two-year 
scholarship. As a member of an immigrant family, she focuses on the concepts of 
identity, power relations, authority and the destructiveness of modernization. 
Tenger’s installations create immerse physical experience for the viewer. 
Therefore the spectator becomes the individual who is left face to face with the 
power structure that they live in. With the participation of the viewer the 
installation becomes a sort of performance, which reflects on the power dynamics 
of Turkey. Antmen explains Tenger’s installations as following: “ Hale Tenger is 
one of the most important represents of installations in Turkey because through 
her installations she crates a space where the individual and the social 
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subconscious comes together.”81 So, like Canan’s works we see what is personal is 
also political.  
Tenger deals with the issues of violence and militarism and their effects on 
Turkish society. Both of these problems are considered to be a part of male 
dominant territory where woman do not belong. She then combines militarism 
and violence with the issue of gender and sexuality, and questions the reality of 
contemporary life.  
 
Fig.14: Hale Tenger, The School of Sikimden Aşşa Kasımpaşa’, 1990, Galvanized sheet iron, lead, 
sword, tap, water, dye, Diameter 230 cm. Height variable Collection Block, Berlin. İnstallation 
view: Stedelijk Museum. Schiedam. 
In the catalogue of the Dream and Reality exhibition the work explained as: 
“ The School of ‘Sikkimden Aşşa Kasımpaşa’ (fig.14) brings together images of 
barbarity which the West imputes on the East. With the ablution taps above an 
enormous cauldron full of water, and with the swords hanging suspended in the 
air, the image created is of a warrior culture that draws its power from religion.”82 
The work brings together two matters to discuss. Firstly, the Orientalist view of 
the West is imposed on with the Ottoman scimitars hanging from the celling and 
the red water resembles a blood pool. The tension between the two show the 
                                                        
81 A. Antmen, Istanbul, 2013. p. 203. (trans: S.Z.E.) 
82 The Dream and Reality Exhibition Catalogue, Esin Eşkinat, Istanbul, 2011, p.165. 
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violence and the savage warrior image attributed to the East. With the Ottoman 
scimitars there are also children’s swords hanging from the celling, which shows 
the viewer that violence is a human reality that is always shown as a part of the 
other’s character.  
The true inspiration for this work comes from a situation she has 
witnessed in 1990. Bahriye Üçok, who was a political analyst and religious school 
faculty member, was assassinated. Because of her comments on liberationist 
views on secularism, women, and Islam she has gotten severe reactions from the 
radical Islamists. The name of the work is also a crucial point to address. 
Sikkimden Aşşa Kasımpaşa83 is an idiom that is used in situations in which one 
does not care anymore. It is an aggressive and disrespectful saying. The Dream 
and Reality catalogue gives this explaination of the title of the installation as: “the 
work, as its name indicates, reflects the indifference and silence toward similar 
acts of anger and violence in the post-coup period. And it points to the fact that 
silence itself in the face of crime also harbors violence.”84 Kasımpaşa is a part of 
Istanbul that has transformed in to place for more secular people inhabit. So the 
name and the assassination of Bahriye Üçok questions the aggression that has 
been build up in Turkish Society. Finally the work questions the power structures, 
violence and silencing of what has been attributed to Turkey by the West 
regarding the social and political events that happened in Turkey. The work 
transforms the viewer’s perception and makes the viewer question power 
relations within Turkey, and between Turkey and the West.  
In conclusion, the aim of this chapter was to exemplify how women 
represent themselves through the issues of being the symbol of modernity, 
gender and identity. In addition it also try to demonstrate there is no singular 
female identity. Through the works from the Late Ottoman Era and Early 
Republican Era until the works produced in the 1990’s we see a change of 
women’s representation.  
As I discussed in the section about Woman as the Symbol of Modernity, 
there is no questioning of the role of the woman in society. The artists represent 
themselves through the portraits that they produce as the portraits represent 
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their reality. The women who were portrait did gain an identity and show aspects 
of what is meant to be the new modern woman. The artists were very much 
interested in the style rather than questioning the issues of woman.  
Hale Asaf’s Self-portrait is much more focused on representing herself as 
an artist and the style of the oil painting. She is a real person represented in a 
painting. Nur Koçak, which was an example in the section of the Issue of Gender 
and Body, represents Cahide Sonku in her work The Series of Cahide’s Story but 
through her representation Koçak also criticizes how women are seen as an 
object of consumption in the visual culture.  
After the 1990’s women artists started to emphasize their femaleidentity. 
Through the examples I have given, we can see that Inci Eviner, Canan, Gülsüm 
Karamustafa, Nil Yalter and Hale Tenger all focused on these issues and also 
questioned the identity problem. Inci Eviner and Canan’s works were more 
focused on the issue of gender and body; they also questioned what it means to be 
seen as ‘the other’. This concept of otherness was created through being both a 
woman and also a migrant. 
So, if we go back to Barry and Flitterman-Lewis ‘s article, the artists in the 
second and third section all show how ‘femininity’ is a social construction and 
created discourses around the idea of what is personal is also political. I believe 
that the examples that I have given prove the statement that Antmen made. 
Namely: ““Until the 1990’s, there is a very small amount of women artists that 
highlights their women identity and who are interested in the ‘women issue’. But 
on the contrary, after the 1990’s, there is a small amount of women artist that do 
not touch up on the women issue.”85  With the 1990’s, women artists started to 
pay more attention to the issue of the women more closely.  
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Conclusion 
 
 With the Tanzimat Peirod, woman became more visible in the social and 
cultural life. Art and women were the symbols of modernity. Daughters of the 
upper-class families were tutored by European teachers in art, literature, the 
Western languages, mainly in French, and also in music. Although their 
educations did not become their education did not give them a place in the 
professional life. These women’s education was considered as a hobby and it was 
believed that a well-educated woman would be a better companion for her 
husband. Women became visible in the art scene with the opening of the Academy 
of Fine Arts for Girls in 1914. Their education in art lead them to be art teachers in 
schools but they were still not taken seriously as artists. Most of the women who 
attended the Academy continued their studies abroad.  
 In the Early Modern Republic Era, women continued to be seen as the 
symbol of modernity. They gained rights and were seen as equal to men in the 
eyes of the state. But this did not necessarily apply for the social and political life 
in Turkey.  Even when the State Academy for Fine Arts merged with the Academy 
of Fine Arts for Girls in 1926, there was still discrimination between the sexes. 
Women artists were still not taken seriously. The crucial example for women 
artists not taken seriously can be seen in the Work and Production contest in 
1954, where Aliye Berger won the first prize with her painting Sun Rising. 
Because the Academy was a male dominated territory and the historical narrative 
of the Turkish Art was produced by the Academy, this has lead to the fact that the 
works and the stories of woman artists from Turkey were disregarded. In 
addition, because there was not an art market until the 1980’s, and the State 
Museum and the Academy as the only costumers of art has stand in the way of 
women artist’s production. With the Academy losing its interest in arts, galleries 
and private museums started to open in 1980’s. This situation has created an 
alternative and a freer space for artists to exhibit their works.  
 Even though the issues of women have entered the discourse of the social 
and political scene of Turkey at the end of the 1960’s, the majority of woman 
artists were reluctant to criticize this situation. In terms of art scene in Turkey, 
there is no women feminist group or any collaboration of women artists until the 
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1990’s. Until then woman artists have exhibited together with male artists and 
they have produced their works disregarding their female identity. The reason for 
that was that their works would be seen as unimportant by the male dominated 
society and tagged as women’s work. The late 1980’s and 1990’s were a turning 
point for woman artist’s works in Turkey, because not only their works have 
represented women issues but also because they have created an alternative 
narrative by using different mediums.  
Through my analysis of the works of women artists in Turkey, I have come 
to notice that they were the pioneers of a non-traditional way of art production. 
Women artists were more courageous to criticize society through their art works 
by using photography, installations, video and performance. Nur Koçak was the 
first artist to use hyperrealist images as a medium and Nil Yalter was the first 
artist to use video to produce her works. There are many more examples of these 
pioneer woman artists. In my opinion this is the outcome of woman artists trying 
to find an alternative narrative to explain themselves in a male dominated society. 
Also, because they were educated in Europe and also produced their works there, 
they were in a close contact with the European art scene, which made them think 
outside of the box.  
 The aim of my research was to show that there is no single women identity 
through the examples I have given. In addition, I wanted to show how fruitful are 
the works of women artists in Turkey. To achieve my aim I have chosen two 
exhibitions, which were dedicated to woman artists in Turkey. Though analyzing 
the two exhibitions, I have come to the conclusion that there has not been a major 
change in representing women artists in Turkey in the eighteen years in between 
two exhbitions. Eilean Hooper-Greenhill’s book Museums and the Interpretation of 
Visual Culture was my inspiration for the second chapter of my thesis. I have 
focused on her explanation of the modern museum and the post-museum and 
applied her theory in terms of my two exhibitions. My conclusion is that both of 
the exhibitions fit into the criteria of the modern museum in terms of 
representation, narrative and the way the exhibitions were designed.  
   
 For my last chapter, I have focused on the portraits from the Late Ottoman 
period and Early Republican Period. My findings were that, during this period 
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women artists did not criticize women being the symbol of modernity, rather they 
emphasized this by representing them as they are.  What was striking for me 
during my research is that women artist I evaluated in the issue of gender/body 
and identity, and their emphasis on identity with the issues of women. In some 
aspects of their works there is always a questioning of the identity, whether it is 
regarding migration, orientalism or Turkish culture.  
 Through my research I had a hard time to find sources in terms of 
catalogues, books, articles, and academic researches about Turkish Women 
Artists. I also had a hard time to locate some of the art works of women artists 
from Turkey because there is no database. The information and the images of the 
works of art online are very restricted as well. Because I have done most of my 
work in the Netherlands, this was a big obstacle for me. The sources that exists 
about woman artists in Turkey usually focus on the biographies of the artists 
especially for the first woman Turkish artists. Today, more retrospectives are 
attributed to Turkish women artists both in Turkey and internationally. As I 
mentioned before Istanbul Modern is organizing a retrospective for Incı Eviner 
starting from July 2016. In addition, another retrospective of a Turkish woman 
artist can be seen in Berlin: Museum für Gegenwart is exhibiting a retrospective of 
Gülsün Karamustafa called Chronographia. The exhibition can be seen from June 
until October 2016. Even these two examples show how important the works of 
women artists are for the Turkish art history. My aim is to contribute and create a 
discursive atmosphere about their work so that they can be known more both 
internationally and nationally. In terms of theoretical analysis of the works in 
general, there are still only a few sources in the field of art history. There is still a 
lot that needs to be done in terms of having a critical view on the art narrative and 
also for the theory of art in Turkey. Museology is also a newly developing field in 
Turkey and there is still a decisive approach in terms of new theoretical 
perspectives to analyze museums and exhibitions. With my thesis, my aim is to 
contribute to museum studies in Turkey by bringing the concepts of modern 
museum and post museum. So, I believe this kind new research about art history 
and museology will contribute to the field.  
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 Lastly, I would like to thank Ahu Antmen for changing my whole view of 
Turkish Art and making me question the Turkish Art History. The Post-1960’s 
Turkish Art courses are the true inspiration behind my thesis.  
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